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Preface 



Publishing projects often take a little longer than expected, but some 
take quite a lot longer than originally planned, so I am very grateful to 
my editors at Edinburgh University Press, Jane Feore and Nicola Carr, 
for their patience when a family crisis caused a delay in the submission 
of my typescript. 

I am also grateful to Carole Hillenbrand, the Editor of the Islamic 
Surveys Series, and to David Kerr, my PhD supervisor many years ago 
and my on-going mentor. David is Director of Edinburgh's Centre for 
the Study of Christianity in the non- Western world, and it was he who 
originally suggested the composition of this book. He also organised 
two very stimulating conferences in Edinburgh, which re-enthused me 
for the completion of the book when energy levels were flagging. 



Note on Transliteration and Dates 



I have transliterated Arabic names and terms in accordance with the 
system of the Encyclopaedia of Islam, with the exception of the Arabic 
letter jim, for which I have used ')' rather than 'dj', and the Arabic letter 
qdf, for which I have used 'q' rather than 'k' with a dot underneath it. I 
have not used the full transliteration system for names and terms from 
other Islamic languages such as Persian, Turkish, or Urdu. 

In order to provide a sense of where the individuals and movements 
discussed in this book fit into the historical development of the 
Christian and Muslim traditions, I have usually provided dates accord- 
ing to both the Christian (i.e. Common Era) and Islamic calendars. (In 
the early chapters, where only one date is given, it refers to the 
Christian Common Era calendar, since the Islamic calendar had not 
yet commenced.) This may appear somewhat complicated since the 
former is a solar calendar and the latter a lunar calendar, with the result 
that an Islamic year is ten or eleven days shorter than a Christian/ 
Common Era one, and an Islamic century is thus some three years 
shorter than a Christian/Common Era one. However, full conversion 
tables can be found in G. S. P. Freeman-Granville, The Muslim and 
Christian Calendars, 2nd edn., London: Collings, 1977 (which only 
goes up to 2000 ce), and a convenient summary is as follows: 

The start of the Islamic calendar [ahI] = 622 ce. 
ah 700 began on 20 September 1300 ce. 
2000 ce began in 1420 ah. 
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Introduction 



On 22 October 1997, in the House of Commons in London, a report by 
a Commission of the Runnymede Trust, an independent London-based 
trust which sponsors research in the field of social policy, was 
launched. The title of the report was Islamophobia: a challenge for 
us all, and in the report the members of the Commission, who included 
eight Muslims and two Jews, investigated the nature of anti-Muslim 
prejudice (Islamophobia), the situation of Muslim communities in 
Britain, media coverage of issues involving Muslims, and how areas 
such as the law, education and community projects might address 
some of the difficulties which Muslims encounter in the United 
Kingdom, not least violent attacks on their persons. 1 

Some of the comments which were made at the launch, and some of 
the media comment about the report, suggested that concern with 
Islam in Britain was a relatively new phenomenon, arising from the 
growth of a significant Muslim community in the country since 1945/ 
1364. There was a certain irony, therefore, in the fact that those who 
attended the launch, in the Members' Dining Room of the House of 
Commons, had, on their way in, passed two pictures which, had they 
noticed them, would have made it very clear that this is not the case. 
Involvement with Islam, in different ways, goes back a considerable 
way in British history. 

The two pictures hang in St Stephen's Hall, the main access route for 
the public to the Central Lobby, which links the House of Commons 
and the House of Lords, and they are part of a series of eight paintings 
which together depict 'The Building of Britain'. 2 The subjects of the 
paintings are as follows: King Alfred's longships defeat the Danes (877/ 
263); King John assents to Magna Carta (1215/612); The English people 
reading Wycliffe's Bible (fourteenth/eighth century); Sir Thomas More 
refusing to grant Wolsey a subsidy (1523/929); Queen Elizabeth com- 
missions Raleigh to sail for America (1584/992); the Parliamentary 
Union of England and Scotland (1 707/1 1 19); and then the two paintings 
which involve Islam in different ways, namely Richard I leaving 
England for the Crusades (1189/585), and Sir Thomas Roe at the Court 
of Ajmir (1614/1023). 3 

Taken together these two paintings, which are reproduced in min- 
iature on the cover of this book, point firstly to the length of time 
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during which one small part of the Christian world, England, has had 
some contact with the world of Islam, and secondly to the different 
forms which that relationship has taken over the course of the cen- 
turies. Richard I's departure for the Third Crusade is an instance of 
Christians taking up the sword for the purpose of recovering the city of 
Jerusalem from its Muslim rulers - of Christians as aggressors against 
Muslims, in other words - whereas Sir Thomas Roe's visit to the 
Moghul Emperor Jahangir is an example of Christians as supplicants to 
Muslims, seeking in this case trading privileges on behalf of King James 
I. The two pictures therefore portray Christian-Muslim relationships 
of a very different kind. 

In the context of the history of the world as a whole, the relationship 
between the Christian and Muslim worlds is thus a long and tortuous 
one. Both communities have their geographical and historical origins 
in the Middle East, but during the course of their subsequent histories 
they have expanded in different directions and become influential in 
different regions of the world - Christianity in Europe and the Amer- 
icas, Islam in Africa and Asia. During the past two centuries, however, 
as a result of trade, the growth of empires, and migration, both 
communities have become truly universal; there are now very few 
regions of the world in which Christians and Muslims are not found, 
even if in hugely different proportions. 

In addition, over the course of the centuries, what might be called 
the balance of power between the two communities has swung back- 
wards and forwards. Sometimes the initiative seems to have lain with 
the Muslim community, with the Christian world simply being com- 
pelled to react to developments outside itself, and sometimes the 
situation seems to have been reversed, with the initiative lying with 
the Christian world and the Muslim world finding itself in the position 
of responding. Broadly speaking these descriptions could be seen as 
fitting the medieval era and the modern era respectively, but today in 
some respects the situation may be seen as demonstrating a greater 
degree of balance between Christians and Muslims. Military and 
technological power may thus be seen as residing more in the Christian 
world, but religious conviction and motivation may be discerned as 
being more powerful in Islamic societies. Increasing globalisation in 
the fields of commerce and information also does much to facilitate 
interchange and encounter between Christians and Muslims. 

In many situations, however, encounter and interchange lead not to 
the growth of mutual understanding and sympathy but to conflict. The 
1990s/1410s have witnessed this most dramatically in Europe, in 
different regions of the former Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, parti- 
cularly Bosnia and Kosovo. But in other continents too, from the 
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Philippines to the Sudan to Nigeria, conflicts have also arisen and 
continue to cause suspicion and mistrust. The legacy of past conflicts, 
from the Muslim Age of Expansion in the early centuries to the 
Crusades and European imperialism, thus continues to wield a power- 
ful influence, and some of the mutual misunderstandings which have 
arisen in the past seem to persist with great vigour despite the efforts of 
some in both communities to foster a more accurate understanding of 
the other and a more positive attitude towards members of the other 
community. 

In this situation, then, it is important for material to be available 
which may help both Christians and Muslims to understand how the 
two communities have reached the situation in which they find 
themselves today. A book which attempts to survey the relationship 
between Christians and Muslims over the centuries and across the 
whole geographical range of their encounter may therefore be timely. 

The main structure of the book will be historical, surveying the 
development of the relationship between Christians and Muslims as it 
has unfolded across the centuries. Given the thesis outlined above, 
namely that at certain stages one community has been compelled to 
react to developments in the other while at other stages that situation 
has been reversed, it is important to make clear that Christian-Muslim 
relations over the centuries have developed on a kind of layer by layer 
basis: what happened in one community in one generation produced a 
reaction in the other community which in turn contributed to the 
development of formulations and attitudes in the first community in 
later generations. In Christian-Muslim relations, memories are long 
and thus the Crusades, for example, still exercise a powerful influence, 
many centuries later, in some parts of both the Christian and Muslim 
worlds. 

Attention will also be given to the diversity of opinion which has 
usually existed in each community at any one time. For all their 
insistence on unity and unanimity neither Christians nor Muslims 
have managed to achieve these things for very long except with respect 
to a very few essential or core teachings and practices. There has thus 
usually been a spectrum of opinion in each community with reference 
to the other too. This is as true in the medieval Islamic world, with the 
divergent opinions of, for example, the ninth/third-century thinker al- 
Jahiz and the tenth/fourth-century group of philosophers known as the 
Ikhwan al-Safa (Brethren of Purity) concerning Christianity, as it is in 
the modern Christian world with the contrasting views of two Chris- 
tian thinkers from the Reformed tradition, the Dutchman Hendrik 
Kraemer and the Canadian Wilfred Cantwell Smith, concerning Islam. 
The book will thus attempt to make clear the diversity which has 
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existed and still exists within each community on the subject of the 
relationship with the other. 

My hope is that a better understanding of the past, of the history of 
the relationship between Christians and Muslims, may help to pro- 
mote deeper mutual comprehension in the present and a greater 
measure of collaboration rather than conflict in the future. There 
should be no illusions, however, about the extent of the obstacles 
which militate against the realisation of these hopes. Some Christians 
and some Muslims, perhaps even an increasing proportion of the 
membership of both communities, see the relationship as being in- 
trinsically and essentially an adversarial one, but history itself points 
to the existence of a more positive irenical way of thinking among both 
Muslims and Christians at certain stages of their history. My hope is 
that this book may be a small contribution towards the promotion and 
expansion in influence of this latter perspective. 4 

NOTES 

i. The full report was published by the Runnymede Trust in October 1997. 

2. A brief description of all of the paintings may be found in Hay, M., and 
Riding, J. (eds.), Art in Parliament: a descriptive catalogue, Norwich: 
Jan-old, 1996, pp. 98-101. 

3. A certain amount of political and constitutional sensitivity is, of course, 
necessary at this point, since although the series as a whole is entitled 
'The Building of Britain', with only two exceptions all of the events 
portrayed are actually significant moments in the building of England. 
(The two exceptions are the Parliamentary Union of England and Scot- 
land, and Sir Thomas Roe's trip to Ajmir, since it was undertaken at the 
instigation of the first king to unite the crowns of England and Scotland, 
James I, who had previously been James VI of Scotland.) 

4. One example of a book which seems to posit an essentially adversarial 
relationship between the West and the world of Islam (which is not quite 
the same as the relationship between Christians and Muslims), is S. P. 
Huntington's The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World 
Order, New Yorlc Simon and Schuster, 1996. The author suggests that of 
the nine major civilizations in the world today, the Western, the Con- 
fucian/Sinic, the Japanese, the Islamic, the Hindu, the Orthodox, the 
Latin American, the African, and the Buddhist, it is the relationship 
between the Western and the Islamic which poses the main threat to 
future world peace. See especially pp. 109-20, 174-9, 209-18, and 246- 



The Christian Background 
to the Coming of Islam 

EARLY CHRISTIAN THINKING ABOUT OTHER RELIGIONS 

When the Islamic community was established in the seventh/first 
century and the Christian community found itself having to respond 
to this new phenomenon, it did so on the basis of an already well- 
established tradition of thought about other religions. This was based 
partly on the scriptures which it had inherited from the Jewish commu- 
nity, the Old Testament/Hebrew Bible, partly on developments found 
within its own distinctive scriptures, the New Testament, and partly on 
the tradition of Christian thought and practice as it developed in the 
Patristic period, the period of the Fathers (patres) of the Christian church. 

Thus in the Old Testament/Hebrew Bible there was a well-estab- 
lished tension between what might be called exclusivism or antagon- 
ism on the one hand, and inclusivism or universalism on the other. In 
some places the dominant theme is the chosen-ness of the Children of 
Israel, with the emphasis on their being set apart and enjoying a special 
relationship with God, expressed in the concept of covenant. This 
sometimes resulted in confrontation between them and the surround- 
ing nations and religions, as expressed most memorably in 1 Kings 18, 
the challenge of the prophet Elijah to the prophets of Baal and Asherah, 
but in many of these confrontations the extent to which the main 
cause of conflict was religious and the extent to which it was political 
or territorial is not always clear. On the other hand the Hebrew 
scriptures often point to individuals outside the community of the 
Children of Israel who are recognised as knowing something of God 
and who may either be accepted into the community, as was the case 
with Ruth the Moabitess, or be explicitly recognised as being agents of 
God, as was the case with Cyrus the King of Persia, who in Isaiah 45: 1 
was described as having been anointed by God. 

The long series of battles between Israelites and Amalekites, Ca- 
naanites, Philistines, Syrians and others, and between their gods, 
suggest that the dominant motif in the relationship between the 
communities was that of confrontation, even enmity. But the more 
inclusive tradition was always there, and the universalist dimension is 
perhaps most clearly expressed at the start of what in the Christian 
arrangement of the Hebrew scriptures is the last book, Malachi, of the 
Old Testament: 
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For from the rising of the sun to its setting my name is great 
among the nations, and in every place incense is offered to my 
name, and a pure offering; for my name is great among the 
nations, says the Lord of hosts. (Malachi 1:11) 

The two contrasting attitudes are also well illustrated in the mes- 
sages of two short prophetic books from the latter part of the Old 
Testament, both of which focus on the city of Nineveh, the capital city 
of the Assyrian Empire. The book of Nahum celebrates the fall of the 
city, and glories in it, celebrating and indeed exulting in its destruction. 
The book of Jonah, by contrast, tells a story of the population of the city 
responding positively to the call to repentance which is proclaimed by 
the prophet, thereby escaping divine judgement and leading to Jonah's 
recognition of an important truth about God. This seems in a way to 
foreshadow certain parts of the teaching of the Qur'an, namely that 
God is gracious and merciful (Jonah 4:2). 

The Inter-testamental period too, roughly the four centuries before 
the time of Jesus, saw a similar spectrum of attitude developing among 
the Jewish people. On the one hand was an attitude of militant 
separatism and exclusivism, as represented by the Maccabees who 
revolted against Greek rule over Palestine in the second century bce. 
They displayed an attitude of hostility both to foreign rule and to 
foreign religion and culture, an attitude which was continued in the 
time of Jesus by the Zealots, who were quite prepared to use violence in 
pursuit of their religious and political ambitions. In contrast to this, 
particularly among the Jews of the Diaspora, those living outside 
Palestine, an attitude of much greater openness was evident. This is 
best seen in the first-century ce figure of Philo, a Jew from Alexandria, 
who sought to expound Judaism in terms of Hellenistic philosophy and 
who was willing to draw on philosophical language and terminology in 
order to do so. The translation of the Hebrew scriptures into Greek, 
which was undertaken in the same city in the second or third century 
bce, and which came to be known as the Septuagint because of the 
seventy scholars who were thought to have done the translation, is also 
evidence of a greater openness towards religious ideas emanating from 
outside the Jewish community. 

For the early Christian community there were two main aspects to 
its thinking about other religious traditions. Firstly its relationship to 
the Jewish community from which it had grown, and secondly its 
attitude towards the prevailing patterns of Graeco-Roman religion and 
philosophy by which it was surrounded. 

Over the course of the past fifty years much research and reflection 
has been undertaken about what is commonly called 'The Parting of 
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the Ways', the process by which the Christian church became estab- 
lished as a community separate and distinct from the Judaism within 
which it had its roots. 1 One important theme which has been pushed 
into renewed prominence, thanks to the work of Geza Vermes in 
particular, is the Jewishness of Jesus: contrary to much later Christian 
thinking which developed after the separation of the Christian church 
from Judaism, Jesus in much of his teaching and practice was a very 
Jewish figure, in the prophetic tradition of Jewish religion. 2 All of his 
most intimate disciples were Jewish, he prayed and worshipped in 
synagogue and temple, and the earliest records of his teaching seem to 
make it clear that he regarded his message as being targeted primarily 
at his own Jewish community. Some aspects of his teaching, however, 
caused considerable resentment and controversy within the Jewish 
community, and it was these which led to Jesus's crucifixion at the 
hands of the Romans. 

Even after this, Jesus's early disciples continued at first to regard 
themselves as Jews and to pray in the Temple and the synagogue. They 
were not always welcomed, however, and efforts on the part of some 
Jewish leaders to purge the followers of Jesus from Jewish congrega- 
tions led to the beginnings of a separate Christian community. This 
was accelerated by the conversion of Saul, according to the Book of 
Acts a leader in the campaign against the followers of Jesus. After 
Saul's change of heart he began to argue for the abandonment of some 
Jewish practices by Christians and thus contributed towards the 
establishment of separate Christian congregations. The Council of 
Jerusalem, referred to in Acts 15, discussed the question of whether 
or not non-Jewish converts should be required to undergo circumci- 
sion, and by seeming to suggest that they need not it accelerated the 
process. 

What began as a parting, or separation, gradually became a focus of 
more antagonism and even vitriol. After the destruction of the Jewish 
Temple in Jerusalem by the Romans in 70 ce, following a Jewish revolt 
against Roman authority, the two communities began to define them- 
selves more explicitly as separate and distinct from each other. At first 
both communities were suspect in the eyes of the Roman authorities, 
and both on occasion suffered persecution, but the level of polemic 
between the two began to increase. Even within the New Testament 
some of the animus which some Christians evidently felt towards 
Judaism is clear, especially in the writings of John. 

In the early Christian centuries New Testament texts such as 
Matthew 27: 25 (in which in his account of the trial of Jesus before 
Pontius Pilate Matthew writes that, in response to the Roman gover- 
nor's protest that he could find no evil in Jesus, the crowd, most of 
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whose members were Jews, shouted 'His blood be on us and on our 
children!') and Acts 2: 23 (where in his first major public sermon after 
the death of Jesus his disciple Peter says to his mainly Jewish audience 
'This Jesus whom you crucified') began to be used to justify violence 
and persecution of members of the Jewish community. Later, when at 
the start of the fourth century Christianity became the official religion 
of the Roman Empire, the power of the state also began to be used 
against Jews, so that the burning of synagogues was sanctioned and the 
forced conversion of Jews to Christianity was legitimised. Christian- 
Jewish relations therefore deteriorated dramatically, and despite their 
common ancestry the two traditions increasingly adopted mutually 
hostile attitudes. 3 

A particularly graphic example of this comes in a series of eight 
sermons delivered by John Chrysostom (literally 'the golden-tongued') 
in the Syrian city of Antioch in 387 ce, where he describes the Jews as 
dogs who have descended to gluttony, drunkenness and sensuality, 
whose synagogues are no better than theatres, brothels or dens of 
thieves, whose souls have become the seats of demons and places of 
idolatry, and who are to be shunned as a filthy plague threatening the 
whole world. There is even a suggestion that they are no longer fit for 
anything but slaughter. 4 Recent research has suggested that these 
remarks need to be located in the context of a Christian community 
in Antioch which still found aspects of Judaism attractive, and that 
their vitriolic tone should be seen as rhetoric intended to remind 
Christians of their separate and distinct identity. But it must be 
acknowledged that their negative tone was a major contributory factor 
to the emergence of the ghetto in medieval and modern Christian 
societies. 

On the other hand, alongside the diatribes of Chrysostom and others, 
more positive attitudes towards the Jews were sometimes evident, 
with individual friendships between Christians and Jews not unheard 
of, and the overall picture of Christian-Jewish relationships after the 
conversion of Constantine is not one of unremitting darkness. 

Christian attitudes towards Hellenism and Graeco-Roman philoso- 
phy were more varied. Within the New Testament itself, even if Jesus's 
message seems to have been directed primarily at the Jews, there are 
nevertheless, as in the Old Testament/Hebrew scriptures, a number of 
encounters and stories which present individuals outside the Jewish 
community in a favourable light: there are positive encounters with a 
Roman centurion and a Samaritan woman, and one of Jesus's most 
famous parables has at its heart a Samaritan as the model who is 
commended for his compassion and charity. 

Partly as a result of the deterioration in the relationship between 
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many Jews and the followers of Jesus, the early Christians began to 
demonstrate their conviction that the message of Jesus was not only for 
Jews but also for non-Jews. This is reflected in the New Testament by 
the story of the Three Wise Men (Matthew 2: 1-12), who came from the 
East in order to give gifts to Jesus, and in the Book of Acts in the vision 
of Peter concerning the Roman centurion Cornelius (Acts 10). It is once 
again Paul, though, who drives the process forward, and the Book of 
Acts, as it tells of his travels around the Mediterranean seeking to 
make Jesus more widely known, provides several accounts of his 
attitude towards the Greek religion of his day. Firstly, in Athens, as 
recorded in Acts 17, Paul seems to adopt a remarkably positive and 
open attitude towards Greek philosophy, suggesting that what the 
Athenians worship as the 'unknown god' is the God whom he pro- 
claims; his message, he suggests, is perhaps therefore the fulfilment 
rather than the antithesis of what they believe. But later, in Ephesus, as 
recorded in Acts 19 and 20, there seems to have been a greater element 
of confrontation and rejection in his message, with the suggestion that 
the worship of Diana/Artemis of the Ephesians was of no value. 

In the Patristic period too, different attitudes towards Greek philo- 
sophy grew up in different parts of the Christian church. One stream of 
Christian thought, more influential in the Western, Latin-speaking 
half of the Roman Empire, emphasised the distinctiveness of the 
Christian message and the need for the Christian community to 
separate itself from surrounding intellectual influences. This view is 
most succinctly represented in the famous statement of the North 
African Christian Tertullian (c. 170-220 ce): 'What has Athens [the 
home of philosophy] to do with Jerusalem [the home of revelation]?' In 
the Eastern part of the Empire, however, where most Christians were 
Greek-speaking, a more inclusive/universalist tradition grew up, as 
represented by such figures as Justin Martyr (c. 100-65 ce), who 
proclaimed Christianity as the true philosophy, and Clement of Alex- 
andria (c. 155-c. 220 ce), who suggested that the salvation brought by 
Jesus would be universal in scope. Thus Justin wrote: 

It is our belief that those . . . who strive to do the good which is 
enjoined on us have a share in God, . . . [and] will by God's grace 
share his dwelling ... in principle this holds good for all . . . 

and Clement argued that: 

By reflection and direct vision those among the Greeks who have 
philosophized accurately see God. 6 
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In this tradition the giants of the Greek philosophical tradition such 
as Plato and Aristotle were in a sense baptised as honorary Christians. 
Passages such as the one in Plato's Republic, which refers to the Just 
Man being crucified, were seen as in some way prophetic, and the 
emphasis seems to have lain much more on synthesis and compat- 
ibility than on antagonism or separation. 7 

Some parts of the New Testament and the writings of some of the 
Church Fathers do on some occasions, however, use extremely strong 
language concerning those with whom their authors disagree. The first 
letter of John speaks of the Antichrist: 

Who is the liar but he who denies that Jesus is the Christ? 8 This is 
the antichrist ... (1 John 2: 22) 

and 

Every spirit which confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the 
flesh is of God, and every spirit which does not confess Jesus is 
not of God. This is the spirit of antichrist ... (1 John 4: 2-3) 

This is strong language indeed, but it is very important to note that 
its original target was those within the Christian community who 
seemed to the writer to be developing opinions about Jesus which were 
extremely suspect. The most plausible suggestions concerning the 
nature of these threatening beliefs is that they involved some kind 
of combination of Ebionism and Gnosticism, as represented by the 
opinions of a figure such as Cerinthus around the end of the first 
century ce. He argued that Jesus was an ordinary man who was chosen 
by God at his baptism for a special ministry,- he received special 
wisdom for this at his baptism, which disappeared before his crucifix- 
ion. This strongly negative judgement, in other words, was not made 
upon people outside the community altogether, but rather on those 
inside who were perceived to be threatening its identity in some way. 
In the same way many of the most polemical statements from the 
mouth of Jesus in the New Testament were originally directed towards 
members of his own (Jewish) community with whom he disagreed (e.g. 
Matthew 3: 7). 

Context also needs to be kept in mind when considering some of the 
statements in the New Testament which have often been interpreted 
exclusively by Christians, in other words as meaning that only Chris- 
tians will be saved. The two verses most commonly referred to in this 
context are John 14: 6 (Jesus said: 'I am the way, the truth and the life; 
no one comes to the father, but by me.'), and Acts 4: 12 (Peter said: 
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'There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under 
heaven ... by which we must be saved'). It has been suggested by 
modern scholars that the Johannine saying in particular must be 
understood in the context of a vigorously sectarian Johannine com- 
munity, whose exclusive social identity was therefore reinforced by 
such exclusive statements. Peter's saying in Acts needs to be seen 
against its immediate background, which is that of a spirited defence 
by Peter of the healing of a lame man in the Temple. 9 

Other parts of the New Testament also use extremely strong lan- 
guage concerning the Roman state, which as it began to persecute 
Christians from the time of Nero (54-68 ce) came to be referred to in 
apocalyptic terms as 'the beast', especially in the Book of Revelation. 
Earlier attitudes, whereby Christians attempted to establish their 
position as loyal citizens of the Empire, therefore came to be substan- 
tially revised by changing circumstances, and not surprisingly a far 
greater measure of antagonism becomes evident and persists through 
the early centuries. 

When the Islamic community came onto the scene, therefore, in the 
seventh/first century, these were some of the traditions which the 
Christian community was able to draw on and develop in seeking to 
formulate its response to and interpretation of Islam. We shall see later 
that a considerable variety of Christian response emerged at that time, 
with no single universally accepted Christian view ever gaining com- 
plete acceptance. Given the spectrum of opinion which we have seen 
existing within both the Christian scriptures and early Christian 
thought, this is not really surprising. 

THE HISTORY OF THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH IN THE MIDDLE EAST 

One of the aspects of its history which the Christian church shares 
with the Islamic community is that it has its historical origins in the 
Middle East. It is therefore important that some account is given of the 
history and development of the Christian church after its origins as 
described in the New Testament, with which most modern Christians 
are broadly familiar; the 600 or so years of further development are less 
familiar, at least to many modern Western Christians, and it is im- 
portant to outline the main features of evolution in the centuries prior 
to the establishment of the Islamic umma (community). 

Probably the most important change in this period was a result of the 
conversion to Christianity of the Roman Emperor Constantine in the 
second decade of the fourth century. From being a minority commu- 
nity with little or no political influence and power, the Christian 
church suddenly became the established religion of the most powerful 
state of the Mediterranean world. Close links were thus established 
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between church and state, with Christian bishops sometimes becom- 
ing powerful players in the political arena, and with the power of the 
state sometimes being used to further the influence of particular 
groups within the Christian community. 10 

Part of the reason for Constantine's decision to accept Christianity 
himself was his hope that the Christian religion might serve as a focus 
for unity and thus bring about renewed strength within the Empire. 
Developments in the next few centuries, however, quickly made it 
clear that this was to be a vain hope, as more and more division took 
place within the Christian church, leading to the emergence and 
establishment of a number of different Christian communities. Argu- 
ment and division were not new, of course, with many fierce debates 
being waged in the first three centuries, but somehow the minority 
status of the Christians, together with the persecution which they had 
intermittently suffered, meant that these early divisions did not be- 
come institutionalised in the way that was the case with those which 
came after the time of Constantine. 

By the seventh/first century, therefore, the Christian church was 
deeply divided, and this was one of the charges which the Qur'an quite 
explicitly made against Christians as it sought to challenge their claim 
to possess the truth: 

And with those who say: 'Lo! We are Christians,' We made a 
covenant, but they forgot a part of that whereof they were 
admonished. Therefore We have stirred up enmity and hatred 
among them till the Day of Resurrection, when Allah will inform 
them of their handiwork. (5: 14) 

In part these divisions simply bore some correspondence to the split 
which the Roman Empire itself underwent in the fourth century when 
it was divided into an Eastern and a Western half. The Christian church 
in the Western, Latin-speaking, half of the Empire, began to develop its 
own understanding of the Christian faith, with an emphasis on law, 
which gave rise to redemption becoming the central focus of Western 
theology, expressed in worship through sacrifice being at the heart of 
the Mass. The church in the Eastern half of the Empire, by contrast, 
mainly Greek-speaking, was more at home with the language of 
philosophy, and thus Eastern Christian theology came to focus more 
on the idea of deification, with the emphasis in worship lying much 
more on Eucharist (Thanksgiving). To some extent East and West 
therefore quite simply drifted apart, a process which accelerated when 
the Western half of the Empire collapsed in 476, while the Eastern half 
lived on for almost another millennium, and although a split between 
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the Eastern and Western churches was not formalised until 1054/446, 
the year of the so-called Great Schism, the real separation had taken 
place centuries earlier, even before the establishment of the Islamic 
community. 11 

One difference, which was not an original cause of the division 
between East and West but which grew up somewhat later, concerned 
what was known as the filioque clause, that part of the Christian creed 
as it evolved in the early centuries which elaborated on what Chris- 
tians were to believe about the Holy Spirit. In the East it was affirmed 
that the Spirit 'proceeded from the Father', but in the West, beginning 
probably in Spain towards the end of the eighth/second century, it 
began to be affirmed that the Spirit 'proceeded from the Father and the 
Son' [filioque being simply the Latin for 'and the Son'). As well as being 
one of the most serious and bitterly contested differences between the 
Eastern and Western churches until today, this difference also, as we 
shall see, gave rise to some significant differences between the Eastern 
and the Western churches in their reactions and attitudes towards 
Islam. 

A further difference between East and West in the early centuries 
centred on differing concepts of leadership and authority. Of the 
leading centres of the early Christian community only one, Rome, 
lay in the West, while Jerusalem, Antioch and Alexandria lay in the 
East. When the new city of Constantinople (today's Istanbul), founded 
by Constantine in 324, was also recognised as a patriarchate, this 
meant that four important ecclesiastical centres lay in the East. One 
consequence of this was that it was harder for any one centre in the 
East to claim pre-eminence, so Eastern views of authority tended to be 
more conciliar, whereas the existence of only one centre in the West 
resulted in a greater degree of concentration of power, with the papacy 
sometimes claiming supreme authority for itself. 

If the division between West and East was the most serious division 
in the Christian church before the coming of the Islamic community, 
other differences soon followed, especially within the Eastern church. 
In the West it was perhaps Donatism in north Africa, beginning in the 
fourth century, which created the deepest split, even, on some ac- 
counts, providing part of the explanation for the virtually complete 
disappearance of the Christian church from north Africa under Islamic 
rule. But it was in the East that the deepest splits occurred, with their 
focus on Christology, the Christian teaching concerning the nature of 
the Person of Christ. 

These splits have their roots in the emergence of schools of thought 
within the church in the early centuries which had different emphases 
concerning Christology. On the one hand the Antiochene school, based 
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on Antioch in Syria, the place at which the term 'Christian' had first 
been used for the followers of Jesus (Acts 11: 26), tended to emphasise 
the full humanity of Jesus, as well as displaying some admiration for 
Aristotelian empiricism in its philosophical inclination; the Alexan- 
drian school, by contrast, leaned more in the direction of a Logos 
Christology, emphasising Jesus's role as Word of God, a concept 
developed by the Jewish Alexandrian thinker Philo, as we have seen 
above. It also displayed a preference for Platonic mysticism in its 
drawing upon the Greek philosophical tradition. 

For several centuries these schools remained trends or emphases, 
often interacting fruitfully with each other even when they differed, 
but in the fifth century extra animus became apparent in their dis- 
agreements, and as a result separate communities and hierarchies were 
established. This happened first in the fifth century when Nestorius, 
the Patriarch of Constantinople, was accused of drawing too rigid a 
separation between the human and the divine natures of Christ, which 
led to his being declared a heretic at the Council of Ephesus in 43 1 . He 
was deposed and exiled, but his views were sufficiently attractive to a 
significant number of Christians, particularly in Syria and further to 
the east, in Iraq and Iran, for a separate Nestorian church to be 
established. In the next few years, partly as a reaction to the views 
of Nestorius, a view emerged which laid particular stress on the divine 
nature of Christ, at the expense of his humanity, and twenty years after 
the Council of Ephesus a further Council, this time held at Chalcedon, 
not far from Constantinople, rejected this view, as put forward by 
Eutyches, a monk in Constantinople. The opinions of Eutyches, which 
came to be widely known as Monophysitism (mono/one. physis/nat- 
ure), were declared heretical, but again they proved popular in some 
provinces of the Byzantine Empire, particularly in Syria and Egypt, and 
the result was the establishment of distinct Monophysite churches in 
these regions. 

By the end of the fifth century, therefore, the Eastern church was no 
longer united, and even if all of these churches continue to be described 
as 'Orthodox' churches, meaning that they are all Eastern churches and 
they all share a common philosophy and style of worship, bitter 
opposition grew up between the Greek church, based in Constanti- 
nople, which accepted the decisions of the Councils of Ephesus and 
Chalcedon, and the Nestorian and Monophysite churches, which did 
not. It is important to note, too, that it was not only theology which 
was at issue here since political factors also played a part. On the one 
hand, the spread of the Christian church outside the frontiers of the 
Roman Empire was significant here, since the views of Nestorius were 
popular among the Christian subjects of the Persian Empire, and this 
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made the loyalty of Nestorians inside the Roman Empire somewhat 
suspect. On the other hand, resentment against the central powers of 
the Byzantine Empire in its more distant provinces such as Egypt and 
Syria was also a factor behind theological separatism. The result, 
whatever the causes, was further deep division within the Christian 
church, along both theological and geographical lines, and the signifi- 
cance of this as part of the background to the coming of the Islamic 
community cannot be emphasised enough. 12 

This is most obvious if we turn now to investigate the position of the 
Christian church in Arabia, the historical and geographical heartland 
of the Islamic community. In the sixth century Arabia was in a sense a 
world of its own, independent and not a part of either of the major 
states of the day, the Byzantine Empire and the Sassanian Persian 
Empire. Its landward boundaries, however, were surrounded by those 
two empires, and, indeed, in one sense it straddled the frontier between 
them. One consequence of this is that it was not immune from their 
influence, and prior to the time of the prophet Muhammad both of 
these states were endeavouring to expand their control over certain 
regions of Arabia. 

If we look, therefore, at Arabia around the year 600, just before 
Muhammad's call to prophethood, we find that different elements of 
the Christian church were well-established on the frontiers of Arabia. 
To the north-west, in the direction of Jerusalem and the Mediterra- 
nean, some Arab tribes on the Byzantine frontier had accepted Chris- 
tianity, beginning in the fourth century; one Roman Emperor, Marcus 
Julius Philippus, indeed, commonly known as Philip the Arab, who 
ruled between 244 and 249, was a Christian, though in his official role 
as emperor he did not seem to make this explicit, restricting his 
Christian faith to his private capacity. 13 Later, an important Arab 
tribe, the Banu Ghassan, was among several tribes which possibly 
accepted Christianity in the fourth century, and in the sixth century 
the Ghassanids acquired a position of political dominance in the region 
as a result of the designation of their leader Harith ibn Jabala by the 
Byzantines as 'phylarch' or tribal leader. 

It should be made clear at this point that the acceptance of Chris- 
tianity by several Arab tribes in this period was not simply a matter of 
religious or theological conviction. It was also a statement of cultural 
affinity and a marker of political allegiance, so that in a sense the 
spread of Christianity sometimes served as an extension of Byzantine 
foreign policy. But this did not mean that it was Orthodox (in the sense 
of accepting the decrees of the Council of Chalcedon) Christianity 
which spread on the frontier; rather it was Monophysite Christianity 
which became dominant, including the Ghassanids among its adher- 



15 



A HISTORY OF CHRISTIAN-MUSLIM RELATIONS 

ents, and this was to be significant for the future. The whole character 
of the Christian church in the region, indeed, was somewhat removed 
from the main stream of Christian thought and practice, not least 
because of the emergence of monasticism in the Syrian desert in the 
fourth century as a kind of protest against developments within the 
church at large. 

On the north-eastern frontier of Arabia, the area bordering on Iraq, 
which was then a province of the Sassanian Empire, a similar process of 
the diffusion of the Christian message among some of the Arab tribes 
took place, but it was a different branch of the church which took root 
here. Politically an important tribe in this region was the tribe of 
Lakhm, which was the main rival of the Ghassanids during the sixth 
century, and enjoyed a similar kind of relationship of patronage to the 
Sassanian Empire as the Ghassanids did to Byzantium. Its ruler be- 
tween 583 and 602, Nu man ibn Mundhir, was a convert to Christian- 
ity, but it was the Nestorian church to which he became affiliated, and 
this reflected the influence of Nestorianism within the Persian empire: 
the Lakhmid capital, al-Hira, had been a centre of Nestorianism since 
the fourth century, and further south, on the eastern shores of the Gulf, 
Nestorianism had also taken root, again partly in connection with the 
diffusion of Persian cultural and political influence, so that Bahrain (a 
term then used to describe the eastern shores of Arabia rather than the 
island off them as it is today) had Nestorian bishops. 14 

The third area on the fringes of Arabia which is important for our 
examination is the south-western corner of the Arabian peninsula, the 
area today known as Yemen. Here too Christianity had become 
established in the centuries prior to the establishment of the Islamic 
community, and the agent of its diffusion here was the Christian 
kingdom of Axum on the opposite shore of the Red Sea, in present- 
day Ethiopia and Eritrea. Once again it was Monophysite Christianity 
which was involved here, and although the Christian church does not 
seem to have had a great impact on South Arabia it did enjoy con- 
siderable influence at least in one place, the town of Najran. 

All of the instances of some kind of Christian influence in Arabia 
which we have looked at so far have involved the fringes of the region. 
Evidence for the spread of Christianity is therefore relatively easy to 
obtain, given the references to the process in the records of the states 
surrounding Arabia, which as we have seen were often intimately 
involved in the process anyway. What is much more difficult to 
chronicle and to assess is the influence of the Christian church in 
the more central regions of Arabia, including those where the Islamic 
community first became established. With respect to Najd, the central 
area of the peninsula, there is evidence of the tribe of Taghlib accepting 
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Christianity, of the Monophysite variety, towards the end of the sixth 
century, and of the ruling clan of the more important tribe of Kinda also 
adopting Christianity at roughly the same time. In the latter case it is 
not clear either which form of Christianity was involved or the extent 
to which the tribe as a whole was affected. The evidence is then even 
less clear with reference to the Hijaz, on the western side of the 
peninsula, where Muhammad was born. It seems that there was some 
Christian presence, but not necessarily an indigenous one and not one 
which enjoyed very much influence among the ruling elements of the 
region. 15 

In summary, then, it is fair to suggest that the Christian church was 
present in and enjoyed considerable influence on the areas on the 
borders of Arabia, especially in the north-west and the north-east. It 
was also established on the east coast and in South Arabia, especially at 
Najran, but even taking all this together, for all its influence on the 
frontiers of Arabia, Christianity had not become a major player in 
developments in the heartlands of Arabia. There it was to be another 
religious force which was to become pre-eminent. 
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The Islamic Impact 



muhammad's contacts with christians 

Muhammad received his call to prophethood in the year 610, and 
during the course of the next twenty-two years, until his death in 632/ 
11, he proclaimed his message of monotheism and its ethical con- 
sequences firstly in Mecca, until his Hijra (migration) in 622/1, and 
then in the neighbouring town of Yathrib (which later became known 
as Medina). 

The extent of his contact with Christians, and also with Jews, both 
before and during the period of his public ministry is a subject of 
considerable controversy, both among and between Muslim and non- 
Muslim scholars. Some of the former, in order to maximise claims 
concerning the originality of the message and provide support for the 
traditional argument that the source of Muhammad's message was 
God/Allah rather than Muhammad himself, downplay contact with 
Christians and tend to conclude that there was no influence from any 
source, Christian or Jewish or other, on his message. Some of the latter, 
by contrast, portray the message as having no originality at all, but 
simply being derivative from either Judaism, or Christianity, or pre- 
Islamic Arabian religion, or possibly from some kind of synthesis of 
one or more of those elements. 1 

Both of these views are almost certainly overstatements or over- 
simplifications. 2 Traditional Muslim biographies of Muhammad con- 
tain accounts of a number of incidents when he encountered 
Christians, and even if the status and reliability of these biographies 
is also, as is the case with the New Testament, a focus of scholarly 
dispute, there seems to be no good reason to discount the accounts 
completely, even if the question of the extent to which these encoun- 
ters might have shaped or contributed to the development of Muham- 
mad's message is a more difficult and controversial one. 3 

If we look at the main traditional biographical source for the life of 
Muhammad, the Siiat Rasul Allah (The Life of the Prophet of God) by 
Ibn Ishaq (d. 767/150), we find that there are five main instances in 
which it is recorded that Muhammad and the early Muslim commu- 
nity had some kind of direct encounter with Christians. 4 

The first comes from the period even before Muhammad's call to 
prophethood. According to Ibn Ishaq, while travelling in a merchant 
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caravan with his uncle Abu Talib to Syria, aged around 12, Muhammad 
met a monk in the desert who was called Bahira. As the caravan was 
passing by Bahira's cell, the monk noticed a cloud overshadowing 
Muhammad, and when the caravan stopped, the branches of a tree bent 
and drooped so that he was in the shade. Intrigued, the monk invited 
the members of the caravan to eat with him, looked carefully at 
Muhammad, and saw 'the seal of prophethood', understood as being 
some kind of physical mark, between his shoulders. He therefore told 
the other members of the caravan to guard Muhammad carefully in 
order to ensure that he came to no harm. 

The second instance then comes at a moment not long after Mu- 
hammad's call to prophethood. In the wake of that traumatic experi- 
ence, which involved some kind of vision of the angel Gabriel and a 
commissioning to recite a message which later became the first five 
verses of chapter 96 of the Qur'an, Muhammad is struggling to make 
sense of the experience, even possibly thinking that he is mad. Re- 
assurance is provided to him by a cousin of his wife Khadija, Waraqa 
ibn Nawfal, who is described by Ibn Ishaq as 'a Christian who had 
studied the scriptures and was a scholar', and someone 'who had 
become a Christian and read the scriptures and learned from those 
that follow the Torah and the Gospel'; when he heard about Muham- 
mad's experience, Waraqa's response was that it showed that Muham- 
mad was to be the prophet of the Arabs, and that he should therefore be 
of good heart. 6 

The next encounter involves not the prophet himself but the group 
of Muslims who, at his command, around the year 615 performed their 
own hijra (migration) away from Mecca to the kingdom of Axum 
(Abyssinia). 7 Axum, as we have already seen, was a Christian kingdom, 
adhering to the Monophysite understanding of Christianity, and the 
choice of Axum as the first place of refuge for the early Muslims when 
circumstances in Mecca became difficult is surely significant. The title 
of the ruler of Axum at this time was the Negus. When the rulers of 
Mecca, the Quraish tribe, sent an embassy to Axum in order to seek the 
return of the Muslims to Mecca, Ibn Ishaq records a very interesting 
conversation between the Negus, accompanied by his bishops with 
their sacred books, and the leaders of the refugee Muslims. When the 
Negus asked the Muslims about their religion, their leader, Ja iar ibn 
Abu Talib replied: 

O King, we were an uncivilized people, worshipping idols, eating 
corpses, committing abominations, breaking natural ties, treat- 
ing guests badly, and our strong devoured our weak. Thus we 
were until God sent us an apostle whose lineage, truth, trust - 
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worthiness, and clemency we know. He summoned us to ac- 
knowledge God's unity and to worship him and to renounce the 
stones and images which we and our fathers formerly wor- 
shipped. He commanded us to speak the truth, be faithful to 
our engagements, mindful of the ties of kinship and kindly 
hospitality, and to refrain from crimes and bloodshed. He forbade 
us to commit abominations and to speak lies, and to devour the 
property of orphans, to vilify chaste women. He commanded us 
to worship God alone and not to associate anything with Him, 
and he gave us orders about prayer, almsgiving, and fasting 
(enumerating the commands of Islam). We confessed the truth 
and believed in him, and we followed him in what he had brought 
from God, and we worshipped God alone without associating 
aught with Him. We treated as forbidden what he forbade, and as 
lawful what he declared lawful. Thereupon our people attacked 
us, treated us harshly and seduced us from our faith to try to 
make us go back to the worship of idols instead of the worship of 
God, and to regard as lawful the evil deeds we once committed. 
So when they got the better of us, treated us unjustly and 
circumscribed our lives, and came between us and our religion, 
we came to your country, having chosen you above all others. 
Here we have been happy in your protection, and we hope that 
we shall not be treated unjustly while we are with you, O King. 

The Negus then asked whether the Muslims had with them any- 
thing which came from God - in other words, any of their revelation - 
so Ja'far read a passage from chapter 19 of the Qur'an, which describes 
the miraculous conception and birth of Jesus. When the Negus heard it, 
Ibn Ishaq records that '[t]he Negus wept until his beard was wet and the 
bishops wept until their scrolls were wet', and the Negus said: 'Of a 
truth, this and what Jesus brought have come from the same niche', so 
he promises not to give the Muslims up to the Meccans. The Meccans 
have one more attempt at persuading the Negus to withdraw his 
protection, by telling him that the Muslims believe that Jesus is a 
creature (rather than in any sense God), but Ja'far replies once again by 
quoting the Qur'an to the effect that Jesus is the slave of God, and his 
apostle, and his spirit, and his word, which he cast into Mary the 
blessed virgin (4: 171). The Negus replies by picking up a stick and 
affirming that the difference between what he believes about Jesus and 
what the Muslims believe is no greater than the length of the stick. 8 

The fourth incident recounted by Ibn Ishaq is then a kind of mirror 
image of the third, in that the power relationship is reversed. This 
incident comes from the years after the Hijra in 622/1, so that Mu- 
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hammad is now securely established as a figure of some power and 
influence in Yathrib/Medina. There, probably somewhere around the 
year 628/7, he receives a delegation of Christians from the town of 
Najran, the town which as we have seen already was an important 
centre of (Monophysite) Christian influence in South Arabia. The 
delegation, according to Ibn Ishaq, was led by three people, the 'Aqib 
or leader of the people, their Sayyid or administrator, and their Bishop. 
The name of the leader, significantly, was Abd al-Masih (Servant of 
Christ), and the Bishop was described as a great student, with excellent 
knowledge of the Christian religion, to the extent that he had been 
honoured by the emperors of Byzantium because of his knowledge and 
zeal for their religion. 

The purpose of the visit was essentially political, namely to negoti- 
ate a kind of treaty with Muhammad. When the Christians arrived, 
Muhammad was praying the afternoon prayer, and when the time 
came for their prayers they too were permitted to pray in the mosque. 
Later, when discussions began, the Christians were invited to submit, 
which they claimed they had already done, the language of submission 
being somewhat ambiguous since it was not clear whether submission 
to God/Allah or to Muhammad was being called for. The Christians 
claimed that they had submitted before Muhammad, at least, but Ibn 
Ishaq records that Muhammad's response was that their belief that 
God had a son, their worship of the cross, and their eating pork held 
them back from submission. A lengthy Christological discussion 
follows, centring around many of the Qur'anic verses about Jesus, 
and at the end of this a challenge was issued, namely that the issue 
should be decided by the mutual invocation of a curse. After some 
deliberation, the Christians declined and returned home, preferring to 
agree to differ peacefully and to be permitted to continue to practise 
their faith. 9 

The last major incident involving some kind of encounter between 
Muhammad and Christians comes towards the end of his life, when Ibn 
Ishaq tells of his sending letters to the rulers of the states which 
neighboured Arabia, calling on them to accept the faith of Islam. These 
letters were not only sent to Christian rulers such as the Byzantine 
emperor Heraclius and the Negus of Axum,- the account tells of a 
messenger also being sent to the Sassanian emperor Chosroes/Khus- 
ro. 10 

What are we to make of these accounts? In some cases a greater 
measure of historical scepticism may be appropriate than in others, for 
particularly with respect to the first and the last incidents it is easier to 
discern what might be called a theological motivation for the stories. 
The Bahira incident, for example, may be seen as validating the claim 



22 



THE ISLAMIC IMPACT 

that even before his call, here was a Christian accepting, indeed 
predicting, that Muhammad was to be a prophet. It is important to 
note here that there are also Christian accounts of this encounter, from 
Syrian Orthodox sources, which may seem to offer external and 
independent corroboration of the encounter, but that they too may 
be explained to some extent by the wish of later generations of Syrian 
Orthodox Christians to claim some kind of special position under 
Islamic rule on the basis of their having been the first Christians to 
recognise Muhammad's claim to prophethood. 11 

To some extent this may also be true of the second incident, 
involving Waraqa, since he too affirms Muhammad's prophethood, 
but two factors combine to give it a greater degree of credibility 
overall: firstly the fact that it takes place after Muhammad's call, 
so that it is a reaction to an event of whose happening we can be 
fairly certain; and secondly the fact that it takes place in Mecca, 
where it seems to be compatible with the admittedly little we 
know for sure of the extent of the Christian presence in that 
town. 

What casts some doubt on the letters to Heraclius and the other 
rulers is again the suspicion that the account of their being sent may 
serve as a legitimation for a development which took place at a rather 
later stage of Islamic history, namely the claim that the message of the 
prophet was not simply directed at the people of Arabia but was rather 
a universal one. The call to foreign rulers to accept it even in the 
lifetime of Muhammad may thus serve to root this claim in the 
experience of the prophet himself. 

A possible Christian parallel may be helpful here, namely the New 
Testament story of the Three Wise Men who came from the East in 
order to acknowledge and worship Jesus (Matthew 2: 1-12). Does this 
refer to a historical event? We cannot be absolutely sure, but it is at 
least not implausible that it represents a story which was told later in 
order to justify the suggestion that Jesus's message was a universal one. 
The fact that the story also involves the recognition of Jesus's sig- 
nificance even before his baptism and call is highly suggestive too 
when put alongside the Bahira story. 

It is the two encounters in Axum and in Medina, however, which 
probably have the greatest historical foundation, and the contrast 
between them in terms of the relative power and influence of the 
two communities is instructive too, with the Muslims being the 
supplicants in Axum and the Christians occupying that position in 
Yathrib/Medina. 

These are not the only accounts of contacts of one kind or another 
between Muhammad and Christians. Just to take two further exam- 
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pies, in Mecca, in addition to the person of Waraqa ibn Nawfal who was 
discussed above, there seems to have been a small community of 
Christians which consisted of foreigners and slaves as well as local 
converts,- 12 and in Yathrib/Medina, towards the end of his life Mu- 
hammad had as a concubine a Coptic Christian girl called Mariya, who 
played a significant role in his last years in that she gave birth to his 
only son, who was given the name Ibrahim (Abraham). However, the 
boy died before Muhammad, probably before his second birthday. 13 

As we turn now to investigate the statements in the Qur'an about 
Christians, we will see that they manifest a considerable degree of 
development and evolution, in common with the Qur'anic message as 
a whole, and it is very important, therefore, to look at the different 
statements in their contexts. If, in other words, it is possible to discern 
different periods in the Qur'anic message, these may correspond to the 
successive periods of Muhammad's career. One of the factors which 
distinguishes one period from another may be the different relation- 
ships which were enjoyed between the Muslim community and the 
already existing communities of Jews and Christians. 

THE QUR'AN'S VIEW OF CHRISTIANS 

An article written by Professor Jacques Waardenburg, of the Univer- 
sities of Utrecht and Lausanne, will be helpful in elaborating on this 
thesis. 14 Building on the earlier researches of scholars such as Hur- 
gronje, Andrae and others, Waardenburg suggests that the development 
of Muhammad's message may be partly explained by his encounter 
with the three main systems of religious belief and practice which were 
present in the Arabia of his day, namely the Meccan polytheists, the 
Jews of Yathrib/Medina, and the Christians of Arabia. There is clearly a 
process of both chronological and geographical development here as 
the prophet's horizons were expanded. 

Put another way it should not be surprising if the Qur'anic message 
seems to reflect a tension between Muhammad's conviction and 
consciousness of his being a prophet of God, with a message to bear 
to his contemporaries, and the different groups who either accepted or 
refused to accept the message and his claims. Part of his conviction was 
evidently that his was not an isolated prophetic calling but rather the 
latest in a line of such callings, going back firstly to figures in the 
Arabian religious memory such as Hud, Salih and Shu ayb, who were 
regarded as having proclaimed the message of monotheism in earlier 
times in Arabia, and secondly to figures who were of deep religious 
significance to earlier monotheists in the wider world, especially the 
Jews and the Christians, such as Ibrahim/Abraham, Musa/Moses and 
Isa/Jesus. Muhammad's expectation seems to have been that on this 
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basis his claims would be accepted by the Jews and Christians of 
Arabia. Experience, however, fairly quickly made clear that this was 
not generally going to be the case, and an extremely important element 
in the development of the Qur'anic message is that the prophet 
encountered Jews before he encountered Christians in any depth. 

The Christian presence in Arabia, as we have already seen, was most 
significant on the fringes of the region, on its frontiers with the 
neighbouring states. The Jewish presence, by contrast, was significant 
to a much greater extent in the heartlands of Arabia, not least in one of 
the two towns which was of vital significance for Muhammad's 
message and ministry, namely Yathrib/Medina. 15 Mecca, the focus 
of the first half of the prophet's career, does not seem to have had a 
significant Jewish presence among its population, just as Christians 
were few and far between; something would probably have been 
known about both traditions, as a result both of Jews and Christians 
visiting the city and of Meccans travelling outside it, but neither 
community had a substantial number of adherents resident in the 
city. In Yathrib/Medina, by contrast, there was a well-attested and 
considerable Jewish presence, made up of not less than three Jewish 
tribes, the treatment of whom by the prophet has been the focus of a 
considerable amount of both scholarly and apologetic discussion in 
recent years. 16 

Muhammad therefore encountered Jews in significant number be- 
fore he encountered Christians to the same extent. In Yathrib/Medina, 
however, it fairly quickly became clear that Muhammad's claims to 
prophethood were not going to be accepted by the majority of the Jews 
of the city, and it should not be surprising if a certain animus begins to 
appear in some of the Qur'anic statements about the Medina Jews. One 
of the strongest of these statements comes in the first half of 5: 82: 'You 
will find the most vehement ... in hostility to those who believe [i.e. 
the Muslims] to be the Jews and the idolaters.' Hopes may have 
continued to be maintained, however, about the willingness of Chris- 
tians to accept Muhammad, and the same Qur'anic verse continues 
'and you will find the nearest in affection to those who believe to be 
those who say "We are Christians".' The rest of the verse and the 
following verse elaborate on the reasons for this positive judgement on 
the Christians: 

This is because there are priests and monks among them, and 
because they are not proud; when they hear what has been sent 
down to the Prophet, you see their eyes overflowing with tears as 
they recognize the truth, and they say: 'Lord, we believe; count 
us with those who witness.' 
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Others among the Qur'an' s more positive statements about Jesus and 
about Christians probably also come from this period. 

Later, however, as the tensions and conflicts with the Jewish tribes of 
Medina are resolved, either by force or by conversion, and as the range 
and extent of Muhammad's vision expand to include a larger part of 
Arabia, more first-hand encounters with Christians begin to take place, 
as exemplified by the visit of the delegation of Christians from Najran 
which we have already discussed. These encounters had a political 
dimension, in that one question at issue was the submission of the 
Christians to the rule of the Muslim community, but there was also a 
theological dimension in that Muhammad's claims and Christian 
convictions were also discussed. In the course of these encounters it 
becomes clear that, generally speaking, Muhammad's claims concern- 
ing his prophetic vocation were not necessarily going to be accepted by 
Arabian Christians either, and in response to this the tone of Qur'anic 
pronouncements concerning Christians too begins to become more 
negative and antagonistic. Context is thus extremely important in 
assessing all that the Qur'an says about Christians. 

A Qur'anic verse such as 9: 29, which commands Muslims to 'Fight 
against such of those who have been given the Scripture as believe not 
in Allah nor the Last Day, and forbid not that which God has forbidden 
by His Messenger, and follow not the religion of truth, until they pay 
the tribute readily, being brought low' is thus probably later in date 
than 5: 82-3, and reflects a situation in which there is some tension 
between Muhammad and both Jews and Christians (those who have 
been given the Scripture). 

In her very detailed study of how Muslim commentaries on the 
Qur'an understand the Qur'anic references to Christians, Jane McAu- 
liffe suggests that there are seven Qur'anic texts which are generally 
recognised as referring positively towards at least some Christians: in 
addition to 5:82-3, which has been discussed above, they are 

2: 62 Those who believe, and those who are Jews, Christians, and 
Sabaeans, whoever believes in God and the Last Day and does 
right, their reward is with their Lord; no fear will come upon 
them, neither will they grieve. 

3:55 When God said: 'O Jesus, I will take you and raise you to Me 
and cleanse you from those who disbelieve, and I will place those 
who follow you above those who disbelieve until the Day of 
Resurrection; then you [plural] will return to me and I will judge 
between you in what you differ over.' 
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3: 199 Among the People of the Book there are some who believe 
in God and what was sent down to you and what was sent down 
to them, humbling themselves before God, and not selling the 
verses [aydt] of God cheaply; their reward is with their Lord, who 
is swift to reckon. 

5: 66 If they [the People of the Book] had observed the Torah and 
the Gospel and what was sent down to them from their Lord, 
they would have eaten from above them and from below their 
feet; among them are those who keep to the right path, but many 
of them do evil. 

28: 52-5 [There are] those to whom We gave the Scripture 
beforehand who believe in it, and when it is recited to them 
they say: 'We believe in it; it is the truth from our Lord, and we 
have already submitted to it.' They will be given their reward 
twice, because they have been steadfast, they have repaid evil 
with good, and they have been generous with what we have 
provided them with; when they hear idle chatter they turn away 
from it and say: 'We have our works, and you have yours,- peace 
be upon you; we do not seek ignorant people.' 

57: 27 Then we caused Our messengers to follow in their [Noah 
and Abraham's] footsteps; We sent Jesus, the son of Mary, and 
gave him the Gospel, and We placed compassion and mercy in 
the hearts of those who followed him, but they invented mon- 
asticism; We did not prescribe it for them, seeking only God's 
pleasure, and they did not practise it properly, so We gave those 
of them who believed their reward, but many of them are 
evildoers. 

Her conclusion, however, makes clear that in the eyes of later inter- 
preters of the Qur'an, the acceptance of Christians which is envisaged 
here is at best conditional, so that what she calls 'Qur'anic Christians' 
are those 'who either accepted the prophethood of Muhammad and the 
revelation entrusted to him or would have done had their historical 
circumstances permitted.' 17 

Alongside these broadly, if conditionally positive statements about 
Christians, however, there are others which seem much more nega- 
tive, and many of these occur in the context of discussion of shirk 
(polytheism/idolatry), and kufr (unbelief). Nowhere in the Qur'an are 
Christians specifically described as either mushrikun (those guilty of 
shirk) or kafiriin (unbelievers), terms usually referring respectively to 
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Meccan and Arabian polytheists and to those who reject Muhammad's 
message, but in some verses it does appear to be suggested that 
Christians are guilty of both kufr and shirk. This is particularly the 
case in 5: 72: 'They disbelieve [kafaia] who say "God is the Messiah, 
son of Mary" . . . God prohibits paradise to anyone who ascribes 
partners [yushrik] to God'; and 5:73: 'They disbelieve [kafara] who 
say "God is the third of three" ... If they do not desist from what they 
say, a painful punishment will befall those who disbelieve [kafaru]'. 

These verses are difficult to interpret, not least because the accusa- 
tions which are made, saying that God is Jesus or that God is the third 
of three, are not statements which would usually be made by most 
Christians. However, it seems clear that it is probably Christians who 
were the original target of the accusations, and that is certainly the way 
in which the verses have been understood by most later Muslim 
commentators. In addition to 9: 29, therefore, which has been dis- 
cussed above and which refers to both Jews and Christians, other verses 
are extremely hostile to Christians in particular, suggesting that they 
both 'disbelieve' (kafara) and are guilty of shirk. 

As such, Christians are seen as coming in some sense under judge- 
ment. As a recent study of the Qur'an, which investigates the Qur'anic 
verses about 'unbelievers' in considerable detail, makes clear, although 
it does not address itself primarily to the question of their identity, the 
development of Qur'anic attitudes towards 'unbelievers' is clear en- 
ough, from the Meccan period, with its assertion that judgement will 
befall them through direct intervention by God, to the Medina period 
with its increasing conviction that the divine judgement will be 
mediated through the community of believers. 18 

With respect to the Quran's statements about Christians, therefore, 
some are more positive, suggesting that they, with the Jews, should be 
seen primarily as ahl al-kitdb (people of the book). However, some are 
much more negative, implying that Christians, sometimes linked with 
the Jews but sometimes being seen independently, should be seen as 
being guilty of shirk or kufr. This conclusion, then, suggests that today 
it is important to remember that the Qur'anic references to Jews and 
Christians should be seen as having as their primary point of reference 
the members of those communities resident in Arabia, rather than the 
worldwide community of Jews and Christians of the day. It is this 
which explains apparently puzzling references to Jews saying that Ezra 
is the son of God (9: 30), and Christians taking Jesus and his mother as 
gods (5: 116), neither of which is a statement which would be made by 
most Jews or Christians. 19 

The Qur'an' s statements about Christians must therefore be seen as 
part of a three-cornered discussion, so that its pronouncements about 
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Christians are also part of a discussion with Jews. It is in that context, 
therefore, that the Qur'an affirms Jesus's prophethood despite the 
rejection of that claim by Jews, yet also rejects aspects of the traditional 
Christian claims about Jesus, particularly any idea that he may be 
described as being in any sense 'son of God'. 20 

In exactly the same way that early Christian views of Judaism and 
the Jews were substantially affected by the nature of the relationship 
between the followers of Jesus and the Jewish communities at different 
stages, so the Quran's views reflect the state of the relations between 
the different communities in Arabia, and the way in which they 
warmed and cooled at different stages of Muhammad's career. We 
have seen something very similar already too with reference to the 
attitude of the early Christians towards the Roman state: in periods of 
tolerance and relatively benign rule, Christians were happy to proclaim 
their loyalty to the state and to regard it positively, but if the state 
began to persecute Christians then their view of it not surprisingly 
changed, so that in some cases it becomes described as 'The Beast', as 
in the book of Revelation. Here too context had a considerable effect on 
text. 

PRECEDENTS FOR MUSLIM TREATMENT OF CHRISTIANS 

So far, we have looked firstly at the extent of Muhammad's contacts 
with Christians during his lifetime, and secondly at the various state- 
ments about Christians which can be found in the Qur'an and how 
they need to be located in the context of Muhammad's developing 
discussions with Jews as well as Christians. We now need to look at 
how the practical relationships between the Muslim community and 
the Christians of Arabia were worked out, and in this area too we shall 
see that relationships with Jews were again hugely important. 

Upon Muhammad's arrival in Yathrib/Medina, an extremely im- 
portant document of early Islamic history, the so-called Constitution 
of Medina, served to regulate the relationships between the commu- 
nity of the newly arrived Muslims and the different tribal communities 
which were already present in the city, some Jewish and some Arab. 
Consisting of some fifty clauses, the document as it exists today has 
been dated by Watt as probably coming from the period after 627/6, but 
reflecting the circumstances which existed either as far back as 622/1 
or in around 624/3. On the one hand this document describes the 
Muslims and those who are attached to them and fight with them as 
'one community' (Clause 1), and it is affirmed that a Jew who follows 
the Muslims has the same right as them to help and support (Clause 
16). On the other hand, religious diversity is recognised and tolerated: 
'. . . To the Jews their religion and to the Muslims their religion . . .' 
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(Clause 25); and 'It is for the Jews to bear their expenses and for the 
Muslims to bear their expenses. There is to be [mutual] "help" between 
them against whoever wars against the people of this document. 
Between them there is to be [mutual] giving of advice, consultation, 
and honourable dealing, not treachery . . .' (Clause 37). 21 

Here, then, we have what might even in modern terms be described 
as quite a 'liberal' document, in the sense that it seems broadly tolerant 
of diversity even in matters of religion, and is happy to affirm that each 
religious community present in Yathrib/Medina has both rights and 
responsibilities in the relationship between the two groups. 

Some years later in Muhammad's career, however, we find a rather 
different model or precedent for the relationship between the Muslim 
and the Jewish communities, involving the oasis of Khaybar. Situated 
some ninety miles south of Yathrib/Medina, Khaybar was a rich 
agricultural settlement, whose population was overwhelmingly Jew- 
ish. One of the Jewish tribes of Medina, the Banu Nadir, who had been 
expelled from the city by Muhammad in 625/4, had taken refuge in 
Khaybar, and the population of that city had entered into an alliance 
with Mecca and some local Bedouin tribes to frustrate Muhammad's 
ambitions. In 628/7, therefore, Muhammad launched a military attack 
on Khaybar and besieged its population, which resisted. After a six- 
week siege, the population surrendered, the terms agreed being that the 
land would be handed over to Muhammad, but the Jews would be 
allowed to continue to cultivate it, with half of the produce being 
handed over to the Muslims. The Muslims reserved the right to break 
the agreement at any time, however, and to expel the Jews if they 
wished to do so. 22 

This model of the relationship between Muhammad and a Jewish 
community therefore seems rather less positive than the one we have 
seen testified to in the Constitution of Medina. The context, of course, 
is one of a military confrontation, and although there is no threat to the 
lives of the Jews, nor to their continuing to practise their faith, the tone 
of the agreement is rather harsher, and the position of the Jews after the 
making of the agreement is somewhat more vulnerable. 

A third and final instance of an agreement between Muhammad and 
other religious communities comes from around the year 630/9, when 
deputations came from different parts of Arabia to Muhammad in order 
to negotiate concerning their relationship with the Muslim commu- 
nity. According to Ibn Ishaq, the deputation from the kings of Himyar 
declared their submission to Islam and their abandonment of polythe- 
ism, and in return they were instructed to obey God and Muhammad, 
and to practise Islam properly with respect to such things as prayer and 
almsgiving. An interesting statement then follows concerning Jews 
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and Christians: 'If a Jew or a Christian becomes a Muslim he is a 
believer with his rights and obligations. He who holds fast to his 
religion, Jew or Christian, is not to be turned from it. He must pay 
the poll-tax . . .' 23 

A few months later, according to Ibn Ishaq, a delegation was then 
sent, under the leadership of Khalid ibn al-Walid, to Najran, probably in 
631/10. This delegation was instructed to give a rather peremptory 
summons to the population, of whom some were Christian but not all, 
to accept Islam within three days or to be attacked. Most accepted, but 
once again it was stated that 'A Jew or a Christian who becomes a 
sincere Muslim of his own accord and obeys the religion of Islam is a 
believer with the same rights and obligations. If one of them holds fast 
to his religion he is not to be turned from it.' 24 

Other early Islamic historians record slightly different versions of 
this agreement. Ibn Sa c d, for example, provided far more detail about 
the nature and extent of the tribute which the people of Najran were 
required to pay, and adds that they were to refrain from the practice of 
usury, but in return they were assured that their lives and property 
were safe, and that their churches and religious leaders would also be 
protected. 25 

A variety of models for the relationship between Muslims and non- 
Muslims can therefore be found in Muhammad's career between 622/1 
and 632/1 1 in Yathrib/Medina, and this is a natural enough outworking 
of the diversity in the scriptural statements concerning Jews and 
Christians which we have looked at in the preceding section. The 
Qur'an contains some positive statements about Jesus and Christians, 
probably from the middle part of Muhammad's career when relations 
with the Arabian Jews were tense; it also contains some more critical 
statements, probably from the latter end of Muhammad's ministry. 
Reflecting this, in his attitude towards Jewish communities, Muham- 
mad's actions sometimes manifest a broadly tolerant attitude, as seen 
in the Constitution of Medina, and sometimes a more antagonistic 
one, as seen at Khaybar. Towards the end of his life, however, as seen in 
the negotiations with Himyar and Najran, a kind of mediating position 
emerges, where both Jews and Christians are given a kind of condi- 
tional acceptance, whereby they may retain their faith on condition 
that they submit peacefully to Islamic rule and pay some kind of 
tribute to the Muslim community. 

Given the natural tendency for the more recent to supersede the 
older, it might be expected that after the prophet's death the earlier 
more positive Qur'anic statements about Christians would simply 
have been forgotten, and passed over in favour of the later more 
negative ones. But one of the interesting things about the next phase 
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of Christian-Muslim interaction is the extent to which this was not 
always the case, so that we see a whole range of Muslim attitudes 
towards Christians emerging. 
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The First Age of 
Christian-Muslim Interaction (-c. 830/215) 

CHRISTIAN RESPONSES TO THE COMING OF ISLAM 

There is no denying the impact made by the Islamic community on 
world history in the few decades after the death of Muhammad in 632/ 
1 1 . A community which, in the course of the ten years since the Hijra 
in 622, had made its mark by becoming the dominant force in Arabia, 
very quickly also made its mark on the wider world in pretty much the 
same length of time. By 642/21 the Muslim state had conquered and 
established its control over the majority of the Sassanian Persian 
Empire, following the battles of Qadisiyya [637/16] in Iraq and Niha- 
wand [642/21] in Iran, and a large part of the Byzantine Empire, 
following the battle of the River Yarmuk [636/15] in Syria and a 
campaign in Egypt in 640/19. The Sassanian Empire was destroyed, 
its emperor Yazdagird III finally meeting an ignominious end in central 
Asia in 651/30, and the Byzantine Empire lost roughly one half of its 
territory: according to Arab tradition, following the battle of the 
Yarmuk, the emperor Heraclius was driven to say 'Farewell Syria. 
What a good country for the enemy.' 1 

Within the next century, the Islamic state continued its expansion, 
so that by 750/133 it had become the largest state seen up until that 
point in human history, having incorporated north Africa, Spain, the 
most fertile parts of central Asia, and much of what is now Afghanistan 
and Pakistan. 2 After 750/133 the process of expansion, it is true, came 
to a halt for several centuries, and a process of, on the one hand, 
consolidation, and, on the other, fragmentation began, but there is no 
denying the initial impression made by the Islamic community. 

One obvious difference between the situation confronting Muslims 
during the lifetime of Muhammad and the new situation after 632/1 1 is 
that, as we have seen, the prophet himself did not have very much first- 
hand encounters with Christians, whereas his followers, as a result of 
their success, suddenly had a great deal of contact with Christians, as 
well as other religious groups: the vast majority of the population of the 
conquered Byzantine provinces was Christian, belonging to one church 
or another, and in the Sassanian Empire too there was a significant 
Christian minority presence, consisting mostly of Nestorian Chris- 
tians. The interaction between the Christian and Muslim commu- 
nities in this first period of their mutual encounter is therefore 
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extremely significant and interesting, and my suggestion is that the 
initial phase of this encounter should be seen as lasting for roughly 200 
years, that is until the first half of the ninth/third century. 

In the wake of the initial impact of the Muslim community upon the 
Middle East, the first Christian reaction to this new phenomenon was 
to interpret it in terms of certain statements of the Old Testament/ 
Hebrew Bible which seemed highly pertinent to some of the develop- 
ment of the 630s/10s and 640s/20s. In particular, some of the state- 
ments of the Book of Genesis at the start of the Old Testament seemed 
to offer some kind of key to explain what was happening, as it was 
there that an attempt was made to allocate significance to the two sons 
of Abraham - Ishmael, chronologically the first-born, but born to 
Abraham's concubine Hagar, and Isaac, born second in time but 
eventually declared Abraham's heir since he was born to Sarah, 
Abraham's wife. In the course of the narrative, it is stated that certain 
promises were made by God to Ishmael: 

But God said to Abraham: ' . . . I will make a nation of the son of 
the slave woman [Hagar] also, because he is your offspring' 
(Genesis 21: 12-13) 

and this is elaborated later in the same chapter (Genesis 21: 18), where 
a further promise is made by God: 

'I will make him a great nation.' 

Later in the book of Genesis, in Chapter 25, when the descendants of 
Abraham are being listed, Ishmael's sons are listed before Isaac's, and 
the fact that there are twelve of them has traditionally been interpreted 
as signifying that like the twelve tribes of Israel, they made up some 
kind of sacred unit. 3 

When, therefore, the Islamic community burst onto the scene, one 
interpretation which was put onto its appearance was that it was the 
fulfilment of these scriptural promises. The Armenian bishop Sebeos, 
writing before 661/41, for example, explains Muhammad's career as 
follows: 'Being very learned and well-versed in the Law of Moses, he 
taught them [the Arabs] to know the God of Abraham.' He also, 
according to Sebeos, told his hearers that God was going to realise 
in them the promise made to Abraham and his successors, and it was 
for this reason that the Ishmaelites set out from the desert towards the 
land around Jerusalem. 4 

John Moorhead comments: 'Sebeos reports that both Jews and Arabs 
accepted that the Arabs were descended from the patriarch 
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Abraham . . . [and] . . . seems to have accepted this connection be- 
tween God's Old Dispensation and the Arabs of his time.' 5 Equally, the 
chronicle of an anonymous Nestorian monk, written in Iraq during the 
670s/50s, testifies that the Ishmaelites have been making conquests, 
and that this is in part a result of their following in the footsteps of 
Abraham who, when he went to live in the desert, built a place for the 
worship of God and the offering of sacrifices; in worshipping God, 
therefore, the Arabs are doing nothing new, but simply following an old 
custom. He also suggests an interesting etymological connection, 
whereby Yathrib's new name, Medina, is derived from the name of 
Midian, the fourth son Abraham had by Keturah (cf. Genesis 25: l). 6 

In recent years an entire thesis concerning the origins and early 
development of Islam has been elaborated on this basis by the Western 
scholars Michael Cook and Patricia Crone in their book Hagaiism, 
which suggests that Islam should be interpreted as being self-con- 
sciously a movement involving the descendants of Hagar. 7 The early 
pages of the book refer to both of the texts which have just been 
discussed, but rather than taking them as what they actually are, 
namely Christian interpretations of the coming of Islam, the authors 
seem to suggest that they should be taken as more valuable descrip- 
tions of early Islamic history than the traditional Muslim accounts. 
This seems to be going too far. 8 

This first level of interpretation of Islam, however, was fairly quickly 
subjected to a number of challenges, as it began to become clear that 
the Islamic community was not only convinced that its coming was 
part of God's will, but also saw itself as having a mission to be a kind of 
corrective to, or even fulfilment of, the message of the Christian 
community. Rather than its coming simply being the fulfilment of 
an ancient promise, therefore, it began to appear to the Christian 
community as rather more of a challenge; in other words, the Christian 
community, which had hitherto seen itself as the bearer of God's final 
revelation to humankind, began to become aware that this was not an 
idea which was acceptable to the Ishmaelites. 

As a result of this, it is not long before we see a shift to a second layer 
of interpretation of the coming of Islam, and in this second period the 
divisions of the Christian world at the time begin to become evident 
and to make their presence felt. Clearly in the initial encounter of 
Christians and Muslims after the time of Muhammad, the Christians 
involved were all Eastern Christians. It was only later, after the 
expansion of the Muslim community into North Africa and Spain, 
that Western Christians began to formulate their rather different 
interpretations of Islam, which we will look at below. But, as we have 
seen, the Eastern Christian world of the day was itself also divided, 
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with the main difference being between those who accepted the 
definitions of the Council of Chalcedon and those who did not, and, 
with respect to Islam, the different judgements which began to emerge 
at this time reflect that split fairly clearly. 

Among the non-Chalcedonian Christians, first, the way in which 
Islam came to be understood after the initial Abrahamic interpretation 
was that its coming was in some way a judgement of God, a movement 
whose purpose was to bring judgement on people who had erred. This 
view is one which can be found in the writings of both Monophysite 
and Nestorian Christians, as illustrated by the Coptic editor of the 
Egyptian History of the Patriarchs, Severus of Asmounein, who wrote: 
'The Lord abandoned the army of the Romans as a punishment for their 
corrupt faith, and because of the anathemas uttered against them by 
the ancient fathers, on account of the Council of Chalcedon.' 9 And the 
twelfth/fifth century Monophysite writer Michael the Syrian com- 
mented: 

The God of vengeance . . . raised up from the south the children 
of Ishmael to deliver us from the hands of the Romans ... It was 
no light benefit for us to be freed from the cruelty of the Romans, 
their wickedness, anger and ardent cruelty towards us, and to 
find ourselves in peace. 10 

For all their differences these two groups are thus united in their 
view that Islam is God's judgement, not on themselves (of course! ), but 
rather on their theological and ecclesiastical foes, the Christians who 
accepted the Christological definitions of the Council of Chalcedon. 
Again a Biblical analogy is called into play at this point, the analogy of 
the Babylonian ruler Nebuchadnezzar, who destroyed Jerusalem in 587 
or 586 bce, and whose action was interpreted by some of the Old 
Testament prophets, such as Jeremiah, as bringing God's judgement on 
a decadent Israelite community. 

It was not only theological factors which were involved here. Not 
only had Nestorians and Monophysites each differed theologically 
with the church authorities in the Byzantine capital Constantinople, 
they had also each been on the receiving end of some fairly harsh 
treatment from the Byzantine authorities in Egypt and Syria, encour- 
aged by those bishops who accepted Chalcedon. So, for example, the 
Copts in Egypt had been fairly harshly persecuted by Cyrus, who had 
been appointed by the Byzantine emperor Heraclius to be both gov- 
ernor of Egypt and patriarch of the church in Egypt in 631/10. Between 
his appointment and the Arab conquest of Egypt Cyrus succeeded in 
alienating the vast majority of Egyptian Christians from both the 
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definitions of the Council of Chalcedon and allegiance to the Byzantine 
Empire; ' "The Caucasian", as he was called, opened a reign of terror 
the like of which the Egyptians had not experienced since the Great 
Persecution. In the six years 635/14-641/20 whatever loyalty had been 
felt towards Heraclius and the Roman Empire ebbed away.' 11 Not only 
that, between 608 and 629/7 the eastern provinces of the Byzantine 
Empire had been occupied by the Persians. During that interlude the 
non-Chalcedonian Christians had found themselves treated with a 
greater degree of tolerance and respect than had been the case under 
the Byzantines, so that when the representatives of Islam first ap- 
peared, many of the non-Chalcedonian Christians welcomed them, 
seeing them, like the Persians, as liberators from the cruelty of the rule 
of Byzantine emperors and ecclesiastical authorities. 'What the Persian 
era showed was that a foreign overlord was not necessarily a perse- 
cutor, but a Chalcedonian nearly always was.' 12 

Among those Christians who, even under the rule of Islam, retained 
their loyalty to the Council of Chalcedon, later coming to be known as 
Melkites because of their adherence to the Byzantine liturgy and the 
suspicion that their political loyalty was to the Byzantine Emperor, a 
rather different interpretation of the coming of Islam emerged during 
the first century or so of Islamic rule. 13 As a figure representative of 
this point of view we may take John of Damascus. 

As his name indicates, John's family came from Damascus, where 
they had had considerable influence for some time, as seen in the fact 
that it was his grandfather, Mansur ibn Sargun, who surrendered the 
city to the Arab invaders in 635/14. 14 Sahas observes that this name is 
not Greek in form, being closer to the name patterns of Syrian 
Christians of Arab descent, which is evidence of the diffusion of 
population from Arabia into Syria and the wider world. John was 
probably educated with Muslims until the age of twelve, so that he 
knew Arabic as well as Greek, and like his father and grandfather 
before him he went on to achieve a high position in the administration 
of the city in which they lived. Some sources speak of John himself as 
being secretary to the prince of the city, and others speak of him having 
some special financial responsibility. The last twenty-five years or so of 
his life, however, he spent in the monastery of Saint Sabas in Palestine, 
having retired from his work for the Muslim rulers of the city. He is 
commonly regarded as the last of the Fathers of the Eastern Church. 15 

On the basis of his experience and his theological reflection, John 
was able to articulate a novel interpretation of Islam, and the kernel of 
this interpretation was that Islam should be understood as a Christian 
heresy. As a result of his encounters with Muslims, at different levels 
and in different contexts, John had been able to acquire at least a 
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reasonable first-hand knowledge of Muslim beliefs and religious prac- 
tices, including some acquaintance with the Qur'an, and it was on this 
basis that he concluded that Muslims had at least some convictions in 
common with those of Christians, even if on other points the two 
communities differed. The simplest way to account for this combina- 
tion of commonality and distinctiveness was, in John's view, to de- 
scribe Islam as a Christian heresy. 

This view is outlined in two of his works. The first is an Appendix to 
his De Haeresibus (On Heresies), which was itself a supplement to his 
De Fide Orthodoxa (On the Orthodox Faith). The work on heresies 
lists 100 established Christian heresies, in the discussion of which John 
is heavily reliant on the work of earlier Christian heresiographers, and 
then Islam is referred to as the one hundred and first heresy. In his 
description John manifests both a theoretical and a practical knowl- 
edge of Islam, so that he knows, for example, about the following 
things: the idolatrous character of pre-Islamic religion in Arabia; 
Muhammad's preaching of the message of monotheism in that context 
(and here John gives a fairly accurate summary of Sura 1 12 of the 
Qur'an to the effect that there is one God, creator of all, who is neither 
begotten nor has begotten); some of the contents of the Qur'an, since 
he quotes the titles of four Suras from it - Sura 2 (the Heifer), Sura 4 
(Women), Sura 5 (The Table), and also a title which is not generally 
recognised, 'the she-camel of God', which Sahas thinks may refer to 
Sura 7 or Sura 26; and Muslim practices such as the kissing of the Black 
Stone in the corner of the Ka'ba in Mecca, which John describes as 
being extremely passionate, circumcision, not keeping the Sabbath, 
and abstention from some foods and wine. 16 

John also knows what the Qur'an says about Jesus - that he is a word 
of (from) God, His spirit, and a servant, miraculously conceived, but 
not crucified - and it is perhaps on the basis of this point that he 
constructs his main interpretation of Islam as a Christian heresy: 
Muhammad, John alleges, came across the Old and New Testaments 
by chance, and with the help of an Arian monk, constructed a heresy of 
his own. John himself makes no mention of Bahira at this point, but 
Sahas, following Tor Andrae, suggests that this is an allusion, at least, 
to Bahira as an agent of transmission to Muhammad, and if Arianism 
was a Christian heresy it is easy enough to see how Islam might be 
interpreted in a similar way. Muhammad thus claimed, according to 
John, that a book was sent down to him from heaven, but the resulting 
claim to prophethood is rejected by John, who describes Islam as 'a 
deceptive superstition of the Ishmaelites' and 'the fore-runner of the 
Antichrist'. The latter of these phrases, particularly, seems to demon- 
strate a particularly negative evaluation of Islam, but as Sahas makes 
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clear, it is not a manifestation of any special animus against Islam but 
rather the phrase which is used as a matter of course to refer to anyone 
whom John considers to be a heretic; it is thus used earlier in the work 
with respect to Nestorius, and its usage can, indeed, be traced back to 
the New Testament itself: 

By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit which confesses 
that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is of God, and every spirit 
which does not confess Jesus is not of God. This is the spirit of 
antichrist, of which you heard that it was coming, and now it is 
in the world already. (1 John 4: 2-3) 

The original target of these verses was probably Gnosticism, which 
leaned in the direction of denying Jesus's humanity rather than his 
divinity, but in later Christian thought, as exemplified by John of 
Damascus, the term 'antichrist' came to be used of anyone who 'does 
not confess that the Son of God came in flesh, is perfect God and He 
became perfect man while at the same time He was God.' 17 

Very importantly, John does not use the term 'forerunner of the 
Antichrist' to refer to Muhammad personally, but to Islam in general. 
In this he differs from some later Christian writers who do personalise 
the epithet. Sahas therefore concludes: 

The author . . . presents the facts about Islam in an orderly and 
systematic way, although not at all complimentary,- he demon- 
strates an accurate knowledge of the religion ... he is aware of 
the cardinal doctrines and concepts in Islam ... he knows well 
his sources and he is at home with the Muslim mentality. 
Chapter . . . 101 is not inflammatory of hatred, neither gran- 
diloquent and full of self-triumph; it is an essay on Islam, in a 
book of Christian heresies. In this simple fact lies its significance 
and its weakness! 18 

This assessment of Islam as a Christian heresy is also demonstrated 
in another work commonly attributed to John of Damascus, the 
Disputatio Saraceni et Chiistiani (The Disputation of a Muslim and 
a Christian). There is some uncertainty concerning the authorship of 
this document, with some suggestions being made that it comes from 
the pen of John's disciple Theodore Abu Qurra rather than from John 
himself, but Sahas is content to treat it as a product of his thought if not 
of his own pen. 19 

The form and format of this work is quite different from Chapter 101 
of the De Haeresibus, in that this work is intended not so much as a 
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theological evaluation of Islam but rather as a kind of manual of 
guidance for Christians who find themselves entering into theological 
discussion with Muslims. Two main themes are discussed; firstly the 
question of the relationship between divine omnipotence and human 
free will, and secondly the question of the identity of the 'word of God'. 
As has been suggested by a number of Western scholars, notably M. S. 
Seale in his Muslim Theology, these questions were among the most 
important in the development of the tradition of Kaldm (Islamic 
Theology), and John's opinions may therefore have had some influence 
on the form which that tradition took. But whatever the extent or 
otherwise of direct influence, the Disputatio 'is a valuable source of 
information about the earliest stage of Muslim-Christian dialogue', 
and 'allows one to assume that John of Damascus . . . had participated 
in formal or informal debates [with Muslim theologians]'. 20 

These were the three main strains of Christian interpretation of 
Islam before the ninth/third century - fulfilment of God's promises to 
Abraham and his son Ishmael, judgement from God on those Chris- 
tians who accepted the Christological definitions of the Council of 
Chalcedon, and Christian heresy. During that century, however, new, 
more negative interpretations of Islam begin to emerge, and they take 
us into the next phase of Christian-Muslim encounter which will be 
looked at in more detail in the next chapter. Briefly, however, what 
changes is that a considerably more negative view of Islam begins to 
emerge, firstly among Christians outside the world of Islam, in the 
Byzantine Empire, but shortly afterwards among Christians, both 
Nestorian and Monophysite, too, within the world of Islam. The 
ninth/third century therefore does seem to mark a transition to an- 
other stage in Christian-Muslim relations. 

MUSLIM TREATMENT OF CHRISTIANS I 

As has been hinted above, the way in which Christians responded to 
and interpreted the coming of Islam was, naturally enough, consider- 
ably influenced by the way in which they were treated by the Muslim 
conquerors. Here too, as in most other aspects of Christian-Muslim 
relations, there was no single Muslim attitude, but rather a range of 
attitudes which shifted over the course of time and displayed a con- 
siderable amount of diversity. 

During the course of his lifetime, Muhammad, as we have seen, had 
some contact with Christians and rather more contact with Jews. Out 
of these contacts came a number of precedents for inter-communal 
relations, varying with respect to the Jews from the relatively liberal 
model of the Constitution of Medina to the rather harsher model of the 
treatment of the Jews of Khaybar. An intermediate position was seen in 
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the negotiations which took place with some of the people of South 
Arabia, including Jews and Christians, who were allowed to retain 
their faith provided that they submitted peacefully to Islamic rule. 

After the death of the prophet in 632/1 1, therefore, when the Muslim 
community began to encounter Christians and, to a lesser extent, Jews 
in much greater numbers, as it expanded into the wider Middle East, it 
was these different incidents from the career of Muhammad which 
provided guidance for the Muslim community as to how to treat 
Christians and Jews. In the two centuries or so after Muhammad's 
death, these various precedents seemed to result in two main attitudes 
being taken: the first was seen in a fairly short phase, which involved 
raids outside Arabia and the expulsion of Jews and Christians from 
Arabia itself, and was thus rather antagonistic and confrontational; the 
second, which was much longer-lasting, devolped once the raids had 
evolved into more permanent conquests, and demonstrated more 
settled and conciliatory attitudes. 

Towards the end of his career, as we have seen, Muhammad's 
message seems to have developed a more critical approach towards 
both Jews and Christians, as seen in a Qur'anic verse such as 9: 29. 
After his death, therefore, it was this approach, with its reference to 
fighting the People of the Book, which predominated. Military raids 
were launched into the areas bordering on Arabia, and Crone and Cook 
draw attention to the fact that the earliest raids seem to have displayed 
a particular hostility towards Christianity. This can be seen in such 
things as the choice given to the Byzantine garrison in Gaza, whose 
members were invited to abandon their faith, deny Christ and parti- 
cipate in Muslim worship: when they refused they were all martyred. 21 
Crone and Cook point to a number of other examples of particular 
antipathy towards Christians in this period, such as the burning of 
churches, the destruction of monasteries, the profanation of crosses (as 
seen when the Arab raiders reached Mt Sinai), and other blasphemies 
against Christ and the church. 

In Arabia itself, too, in the decade after Muhammad's death, some 
revision of the prophet's own attitude towards Jews and Christians 
took place, in that the Jewish and Christian communities of Arabia 
were expelled from Arabia. The Muslim sources differ on the exact 
detail of how and when this was done, but al-Waqidl tells of the second 
caliph, 'Umar ibn al-Khattab, expelling the Jews of the Hijaz, and al- 
Tabari refers to 'Umar expelling the Jews from Khaybar and dividing 
the land there between the Muslims. 22 Al-Tabari does not indicate that 
all the Jews were expelled from Arabia, and later sources point to the 
continuing existence of Jewish communities in both the Hijaz and the 
area around Khaybar, so the commands of the caliph were not neces- 
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sarily executed thoroughly, but clearly these measures resulted in the 
marginalisation of the Jews who remained in Arabia. 

As regards the Christians of Arabia, Muslim sources speak of an 
order of 'Umar ibn al-Khattab to the effect that they too must leave 
Arabia, and there are accounts of the Christians of Najran migrating to 
Iraq, but the historicity of these events is not absolutely reliably 
established, and there is some evidence of a continuing Christian 
presence in Najran for at least 200 years. 23 Again, therefore, we see 
a trend towards the establishment of religious uniformity in Arabia, 
which parallels the emergence of the tradition that Muhammad, as he 
was dying, said that two religions could not exist together in Arabia. 24 
But measures to implement that advice were clearly not put into place 
immediately. 25 

During the same period in the wider Middle East, as the Muslim 
community moved from undertaking raids to a situation where longer- 
term conquests and settlement were envisaged, the model for the 
relationship between the Muslims and the conquered population, 
which was largely Christian, began to change again, and it did so in 
the direction of the precedent provided by the behaviour of the 
delegation sent to Najran under the leadership of Khalid ibn al-Walid 
in 631/10. The fact that Khalid was one of the leaders of the main 
Muslim army in Syria during the time of the conquests is not irrelevant 
here. There was some evolution from that precedent, however, in that 
in Najran the population had been summoned to accept Islam or be 
attacked, though the Jewish and Christian elements of the town had 
been assured that they would not be turned from their faith. In Syria 
and many other conquered areas, by contrast, Christians were not a 
minority but a majority of the population, and the terms of the 
discussion were somewhat different. 

There are variations between the different Muslim historical sources 
concerning the exact pattern of events around the conquests, and 
particularly as regards the agreements which were made between 
the Muslim leaders and the cities of the conquered territories. 26 In 
general terms, what seems usually to have occurred is that the popula- 
tion of cities such as Damascus was given a choice: the people could 
either surrender, in which case they would be given an assurance that 
their lives, their property and their places of worship would be secure, 
or they could resist. If the cities were then forced to surrender, the 
terms would be much less generous, so that their places of worship 
would be liable to be taken over and converted into mosques, and they 
would not be permitted to construct new places of worship. Not 
surprisingly, many cities such as Damascus chose to submit peace- 
fully, and we have seen already that it was the grandfather of the 
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theologian John of Damascus who negotiated the surrender of the city 
in 635/14. 

Other cities, however, resisted, including Jerusalem and Caesarea, 
but Jerusalem sued for peace in 640/19, and Caesarea fell in the same 
year. The events surrounding the surrender of Jerusalem are particu- 
larly interesting, in that it was the Greek Orthodox Archbishop So- 
phronius who negotiated the surrender and the second caliph, 'Umar 
ibn al-Khattab, who personally visited the city in order to consolidate 
its conquest. While there he visited the site of the ancient Jewish 
Temple, which was then desolate, commanded that it be cleaned, and 
established it as a place of Muslim prayer. Crone and Cook use these 
actions as evidence for their thesis that Islam, or Hagarism, was in 
some sense a messianic movement, with 'Umar here behaving like a 
messiah, but what is certain is that the result of his actions is a major 
shift in the sacred geography of the city whereby the religious focus 
moves back from the city's western ridge, where the Church of the 
Holy Sepulchre and many other Christian churches and monasteries 
are situated, to its eastern ridge, where the Jewish Temple had been 
situated and where the Muslims built their main places of worship in 
the city. 27 

Once the situation had settled down, therefore, in the sense that the 
Byzantines had more or less resigned themselves to the loss of Syria 
and the civil administration had been set up under the leadership of 
Abu TJbaida ibn al-Jarrah, some kind of stability emerged in the 
relationships between the Muslim conquerors and the mainly Chris- 
tian population of the province. The main essentials of this relation- 
ship were that political and military power were to be firmly in the 
hands of the Arab rulers, but the non-Muslim population, provided it 
had submitted peacefully to Muslim rule, was to be given freedom of 
religion, in the sense of being able to worship freely in its own places of 
worship, in return for the payment of a special tax called the jizya. This 
was the term used in the Qur'an in 9: 29, where the Muslims were 
instructed to fight against those among the People of the Book who did 
not believe in God and the Last Day, did not forbid what God had 
forbidden through Muhammad, and did not follow the religion of truth, 
until they paid the tribute {jizya), being brought low. It was also the 
term used by Ibn Ishaq as part of the negotiations between Muhammad 
and the people of Himyar and Najran. 28 

The detail of these arrangements came to be enshrined in the 
Covenant of 'Umar, which was named after the second caliph, 'Umar, 
because it was claimed to be a record of the agreements made between 
'Umar and the conquered population, but in fact almost certainly 
comes from a much later period. It can be found in different forms 
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in some of the early Islamic historians, and Tritton gives two main 
versions, both found in the History of Ibn Asakir. The first takes the 
form of an extract from a letter from 'Umar in which he quotes from a 
letter from some Christians, as follows: 

When you came to us we asked of you safety for our lives, our 
families and property, and the people of our religion on these 
conditions: to pay tribute out of hand and be humiliated; not to 
hinder any Muslim from stopping in our churches by night or 
day, to entertain him there three days and give him food there 
and open to him their doors; to beat the gong [used in eastern 
churches in lieu of a bell] only gently in them and not to raise our 
voices in chanting; not to shelter there, nor in any of our houses, 
a spy of your enemies; not to build a church, convent, hermitage, 
or cell, nor repair those that are dilapidated, nor assemble in any 
that is in a Muslim quarter, nor in their presence; not to display 
idolatry nor invite to it, nor show a cross on our churches, nor in 
any of the roads or markets of the Muslims; not to learn the 
Qur'an nor teach it to our children; not to prevent any of our 
relatives from turning Muslim if he wish it; to cut our hair in 
front; to tie the zunndr [a special belt] round our waists,- to keep 
to our religion; not to resemble the Muslims in dress, appearance, 
saddles, the engraving on our seals [i.e. not to engrave them in 
Arabic],- not to use their kunyas [titles]; to honour and respect 
them, to stand up for them when we meet together; to guide 
them in their ways and goings,- not to make our houses higher 
than theirs,- not to keep weapons or swords, nor wear them in a 
town or on a journey in Muslim lands; not to sell wine or display 
it; not to light fires with our dead at a road where Muslims dwell, 
nor to raise our voices at their [?our] funerals, nor bring them near 
Muslims; not to strike a Muslim,- not to keep slaves who have 
been the property of Muslims. We impose these terms on our- 
selves and our co-religionists,- he who rejects them has no 

99 

protection. 

The form of words used here in the first sentence clearly repeats the 
language of the Qur'an (9: 29) in its references to paying the tribute/ 
jizya and being humiliated, but there is considerably more detail given 
as to what this means in practice. It is clear that political loyalty is 
expected, as seen in the promise not to entertain anyone spying for an 
enemy; military involvement is rejected, as seen in the declaration that 
swords will not be kept; Christian worship is permitted, but it is clear 
that it is only to happen surreptitiously, with no public display of 
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crosses and only quiet musical accompaniment; the building of new 
churches is prohibited, and those which are dilapidated are not to be 
repaired; Christians undertake to retain their religion, yet paradoxi- 
cally also undertake not to prevent any of their relatives who wish to 
convert to Islam from doing so ; and they are to distinguish themselves 
from Muslims in what they wear. 

The second version quoted by Tritton again consists of a quotation 
from a letter, this time from the Christians of Damascus to Abu 
'Ubaida. It adds a little more detail concerning some things which 
Christians promise not to do, such as carry a cross or the Bible in a 
procession, especially at Easter or on Palm Sunday, or seek to entice a 
Muslim to Christianity or invite him to it, or use Muslims' language, 
or ride on saddles or make Christian houses higher than Muslim 
ones. 30 

Some of these measures seem intended to demonstrate Christians' 
second-class status as compared to Muslims,- neither they nor their 
houses, for example, may look down on those of Muslims. But Tritton 
concludes that although the documents are attributed to 'Umar, in all 
probability they actually come from the second Islamic century, and 
although they may reflect some of the policies and attitudes towards 
the conquered population which began to become evident in the period 
of the Umayyad caliph 'Umar ibn Abd al-'Aziz (717/99-720/101), the 
texts were only collected together in the form in which they exist 
today some time after that. 'The covenant was drawn up in the schools 
of law, and came to be ascribed, like so much else, to 'Umar I.' 31 

Whatever the history of this text and whatever the precise date when 
its measures were first introduced, it clearly reflects a much more 
generous attitude towards the conquered population than the rather 
aggressive one which we have seen in the first decade or so after the 
death of Muhammad. It therefore reflects a change in the situation 
from one where the Muslims were raiding the areas bordering Arabia 
and displaying a considerable animus towards Christians and their 
religious symbols, to a situation where efforts are being made to 
establish Muslim rule and there is therefore a need to adopt a more 
conciliatory approach to the existing population. It is in this context, 
therefore, that the ahl al-kitdb, the People of the Book referred to in the 
Qur'an as having in the past received scriptures from God, in other 
words Jews and Christians, also become known as the ahl al-dhimma, 
the People of the Covenant, or simply dhimmis. 

Dhimma is a word which is used twice in the Qur'an (9: 8 and 10), in 
the context of Muhammad's dealings with idolaters [mushrikun), who 
are accused of not honouring their covenants or agreements with the 
prophet; as a result the prophet is also released from his commitments, 
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and their position becomes rather more vulnerable. But in the period of 
the conquests the term comes to be used more with reference to the 
agreements made between the conquered population and their Muslim 
rulers, and therefore becomes more specific. 

It has recently been suggested that many of the detailed regulations 
concerning what the ahl al-dhimma were and were not permitted to 
do come from an earlier historical precedent, namely the regulations 
which existed in the Sassanian Persian Empire with reference to its 
religious minorities in Iraq. Here there was a highly developed Jewish 
community, and separate Monophysite and Nestorian Christian com- 
munities, and during the late Sassanian period the rulers experimen- 
ted with arrangements by which efforts were made to ensure the 
loyalty of the population by granting military protection and some 
degree of religious toleration in return for the payment of taxes. This 
tribute was even applied as a kind of poll-tax, for the collection of 
which the leaders of the different communities were held responsi- 
ble. 32 So the detail of the agreements between the Muslims and the 
conquered Christian population was therefore not completely novel 
and original. 

Having looked in some detail at the Muslim treatment of the 
Christians who found themselves under Muslim rule in the first period 
of Christian-Muslim interaction, we need to remember that not all the 
Christians of the day, of course, were in this situation. Most particu- 
larly, the Byzantine Empire, even if it lost roughly half of its territory, 
that is Egypt and Syria, to the new Muslim state, remained a powerful 
force, and the frontier between the caliphate and the Byzantines 
stabilised around the Taurus Mountains fairly quickly. Political and 
military rivalry continued, however, both on the land frontier and in 
the form of naval engagements at sea, but contemporary with some of 
the military confrontations it is also important to remember that more 
positive cultural and intellectual exchanges also took place. 33 

Thus on the one hand, naval raids were organised by the Arabs 
against Constantinople itself in 669/49 and 717/98, the Arab fleet on 
the latter occasion being rowed to the city by Coptic Christians. Yet on 
the other, the first mosque in Constantinople was established during 
the reign of Leo III (717/98-741/123), and the Byzantine emperor 
Justinian II, during the second period of his rule (705/86-711/92), sent 
craftsmen to help the caliph al-Walid (705/86-715/96) with the dec- 
oration of not only the Great Mosque in Damascus but also the 
Mosque of the Prophet in Medina. There is also an account in By- 
zantine, though not in known Arabic sources, of the caliph c Abd al- 
Malik (685/65-705/86) being provided with columns for the mosque in 
Mecca by Justinian II, at the instigation of some of the Christians of 
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Jerusalem who wanted to prevent c Abd al-Malik removing some col- 
umns from one of the churches in Jerusalem. 34 

During the first period of Christian-Muslim interaction, therefore, 
there was a considerable range of opinion and attitude in both com- 
munities. Christian interpretations of Islam varied from seeing it as: a 
fulfilment of God's promises to Abraham and Ishmael; a judgement of 
God on Christians who had erred in their Christological formulations; 
or quite simply as a Christian heresy. Muslim attitudes towards 
Christians also varied, from a fairly militant antagonism, for a rela- 
tively short period, to a much more tolerant and conciliatory attitude 
which still imposed certain restrictions on Christians, along with other 
non-Muslims, but gave them security of life and property and per- 
mitted them freedom of worship, though not freedom of religion in the 
modern sense. 
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The Medieval Period I: 
Confrontation or Interaction in the EasU 



CONTACTS AND EXCHANGES 

The ninth/third century was an extremely significant one for what has 
been called 'the elaboration of Islam'. To take but two disciplines of 
study within an Islamic context, the achievements of al-Shafii (d. 820/ 
205) in the field of sharfa (Islamic Law) and of al-Kindi (d. c. 870/256) 
in the field of falsafa (Islamic Philosophy) were both crucial for the 
later development of Islamic thought and practice as a whole. One 
important factor in some aspects of this process of elaboration was a 
network of contacts between the Christian and Muslim communities 
which grew up during that century in what is today called the Middle 
East. 

We have seen already that, on the one hand, even in the previous 
century cultural and religious contacts between Byzantium and the 
Islamic world had developed across the military frontier, so that the 
relationship was not simply one of confrontation between Byzantine 
Christians and the Muslims. Far more important, on the other hand, 
were the contacts between Christians and Muslims which developed 
within the Muslim world during the ninth/third century. Even these 
had their precursors, going back to the era before the establishment of 
the Islamic community, as a key factor in their development was the 
decision by the Byzantine emperor Justinian (527-65) in 529 to close 
the philosophy school in Athens. As a result of this some members of 
the school migrated to Gundeshapur in Iraq, in the territory of the 
Sassanian Persian Empire, and there it remained until the Islamic 
conquest of the region in 637/16. The only other major school of 
philosophy of the sixth century, that of Alexandria, also came within 
the ambit of the Islamic community in the same decade, and the result 
of this was that while Byzantium entered a period of intellectual 
stagnation, with the dominance of the church more or less unchal- 
lenged, the Islamic community in due course found itself in a position 
to interact with and draw upon the legacy of Hellenism. 1 

This did not happen immediately. The Islamic community had a 
great many other issues, of a military, political and economic nature as 
well those centred on religious concerns, to deal with, but especially 
after the Abbasid Revolution of 750/132 issues connected with the 
intellectual elaboration of Islam began to become increasingly promi- 
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nent. A particular role in this process is commonly attributed to the 
caliph al-Ma'mun, who ruled from 813/198 to 833/218. It was he who 
in 832/2 1 7 founded, in Baghdad, the institution known as the bayt al- 
hikma (literally 'House of Wisdom'), whose purpose was to arrange for 
the translation of Greek and other works into Arabic and to encourage 
their dissemination within the Islamic world. Emissaries were sent to 
Byzantium to find and purchase both scientific and philosophical 
works, and over the course of the next two centuries or so a great 
many such works began to circulate within the Islamic world. 2 

Many of those who actually undertook these translations were 
Christians. The greatest translator of them all was Hunayn ibn Ishaq 
[809/193-873/260], a Nestorian Christian from al-Hira who had stu- 
died at Gundeshapur, and who, according to Fakhry, translated numer- 
ous works into Arabic, but many other figures were also involved, 
including not only Nestorian Christians but also Monophysites and 
others. 3 The translations were sometimes undertaken directly from 
the Greek, but in many cases the Greek works were translated from 
already existing translations into other languages such as Syriac, and it 
was this which partly gave rise to some of the celebrated confusions 
concerning the authorship of some philosophical works, especially the 
so-called Theology of Aristotle, which was not by Aristotle at all and 
whose real author is unknown. 4 The real influences on this work were 
Neoplatonic, and the misattribution of its authorship goes a consider- 
able way towards explaining how it was that many medieval Islamic 
thinkers thought of Aristotle as far more sympathetic to many of their 
ideas than his authentic works would have suggested. 

According to one Muslim author it was Aristotle himself who pro- 
vided the inspiration for the establishment of the bayt al-hikma by 
appearing to al-Ma'mun in a dream. 5 Be that as it may, al-Ma'mun 
personally seems to have been genuinely interested in religious and 
intellectual questions, and as well as his sponsorship of the translation 
venture, he also hosted a number of debates or discussions of religious 
questions, involving representatives of different religious communities, 
which were conspicuous for their atmosphere of openness and honesty. 
In this, as indeed also with the promotion of the translation movement, 
al-Ma'mun was not a complete pioneer, as his predecessors al-Mansur 
(754/136-775/158) and Harun al-Rashld (786/170-809/193) had made a 
start at translation, and the third Abbasid caliph, al-Mahdi (775/158- 
785/169), had engaged in a religious debate with the head of the Nestor- 
ian church in Iraq, the Catholicos Timothy, probably in 78 1/1 65. 6 But it 
was al-Ma'mun who took the process even further, engaging in discus- 
sions with representatives of a wide range of religious traditions, in- 
cluding not only Christians but also, for example, Manichaeans. 7 
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There are records of participation in these discussions by two im- 
portant Christian thinkers, the Melkite (i.e. Greek Orthodox) Theo- 
dore Abu Qurra, and the Nestorian Abd al-Masih al-Kindi, though the 
evidence for the involvement of the former is rather stronger than that 
of the latter since al-Kindi's Apology has for some time been a focus of 
modern scholarly controversy concerning its authenticity. 8 

Abu Qurra became the Greek Orthodox bishop of Harran in northern 
Syria in 799/183, and he was therefore a representative of the same 
church and tradition as John of Damascus, whose disciple he in effect 
was, since he studied at the monastery of Mar Sabas in Palestine to 
which John had retired. 9 His debate with the caliph al-Ma'mun prob- 
ably took place in 829/2 14, and summaries can be found in the works of 
Guillaume and Sweetman, but there is as yet no full English transla- 
tion of the discussion available. 10 A number of different themes were 
discussed, including such as whether or not circumcision is necessary 
and whether or not human beings have free will, but the theme which 
is discussed in by far the greatest detail is the status of Jesus, and in 
particular whether or not he is co-equal with God. In discussing this 
theme, Abu Qurra is able to quote from the Qur'an, and one of the 
Muslim participants in the debate, Sa c sa c a ibn Khalid of Basra, is able to 
quote from the New Testament, and although agreement is reached 
that Jesus is the word of God and a spirit from God, as is stated in the 
Qur'an (4: 171), disagreement breaks out concerning any suggestion 
that Jesus is anything other than created. What is remarkable about the 
debate, however, is the fact that when a certain acrimony begins to 
become evident in the proceedings as one of the Muslim participants, 
Muhammad ibn Abd Allah al-Hashimi, protests at one of Abu Qurra's 
assertions, the caliph himself says to the bishop: 

This is a court of justice and equity: none shall be wronged 
therein. So advance your arguments and answer without fear, for 
there is none here who will not speak well of you . . . Let 
everyone speak who has the wisdom to demonstrate the truth 
of his religion. 11 

The Apology of Al-Kindi is a rather different kind of document: 
according to the account studied by Muir, whose authenticity we 
have already noted as being suspect to several modern scholars, but 
which is accepted as authentic by G. Le Troupeau in the second edition 
of the Encyclopaedia of Islam, al-Kindi was a Nestorian Christian of 
Arab descent (his name being derived from the distinguished pre- 
Islamic tribe of Kinda), who, possibly around 820/205, was invited 
by Abd Allah al-Hashimi, a scholar at the court of al-Ma'mun, to 
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convert to Islam. This was not, in other words, a public debate in quite 
the same style as that involving Abu Qurra, but it nevertheless, if 
authentic, provides an example of the kind of discussions which were 
going on at the time. Not only does al-Kindi decline al-Hashimi's 
invitation, he also goes on to outline in fairly devastating style his 
reasons for not so, and in the course of this he launches a number of 
harsh attacks on different aspects of Islam. These include his suggest- 
ing that Muhammad should not be seen as a prophet, since he did not 
predict the future, he did not perform miracles, and a number of 
incidents in his life, involving the use of violence in Holy War and 
also his treatment of women, throw a somewhat negative light on his 
character,- and that the Qur'an's claim to be the word of God is also 
questionable in the light of its barbaric teaching about women and 
about Holy War, and the fact that its text has not been authentically 
transmitted and preserved. 

Al-Kindi's work may thus be described as offensive in both senses of 
the word, and it is the nature of some of the attacks in the Apology 
which has caused some scholars to conclude that the work is in fact a 
later one. But a better explanation of how it was possible for the work 
to come into existence is perhaps provided by Muir: 'The freedom of 
our Author's treatment of Islam would have been permitted at none 
but the most latitudinarian court.' 12 

The age of al-Ma'mun thus represents what may perhaps be called an 
early example of dialogue between Christians and Muslims, where 
representatives of each community were enabled to outline the prin- 
ciples and practices of their faith with a remarkable degree of candour 
and honesty, after being given assurances of having the freedom to do 
so with no threat to themselves or to their community. Political 
power, it is true, rested firmly and clearly with the caliph, and the 
representatives of other religious communities were thus to some 
extent vulnerable, but they do not seem to have been inhibited and 
the discussions do seem to serve as an early example of mutual 
education and edification. 

The interchanges between the two communities continued too. 
During the ninth/third century the school of philosophy in Alexandria 
migrated to the city of Harran in northern Syria, and from there, at the 
start of the tenth/fourth century, it migrated to Baghdad, the capital of 
the Islamic Empire and also the home of the bayt al-hikma. Given the 
closeness of Baghdad to Gundeshapur, the other major centre of 
Hellenistic philosophy at that time, it was not long before Baghdad's 
school of philosophy acquired the reputation of being the pre-eminent 
centre of philosophical enquiry of the day. During the tenth/fourth 
century the headship of the school passed from a Christian, the 
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Nestorian Yuhanna ibn Haylan (d. between 908/297 and 932/320), to a 
Muslim, al-Farabi (c. 870/256-950/339), and then back again to a 
Christian, the Monophysite Yahya ibn 'Adi (893/280-974/363). This 
is surely another interesting example of interaction between Chris- 
tians and Muslims in that period. 13 

In this era, then, Christians and Muslims interacted on different 
levels, and in some areas, as is relatively well known, Christians 
exerted considerable influence on Muslims, particularly with respect 
to their translation of Greek philosophical and scientific works. What 
is less well known, however, is that influence also went the other way, 
and this can be seen in, for example, the increasing use of the Arabic 
language by Christians in the Islamic world in this period, and also in 
the translation of the Bible into Arabic. The oldest known Christian 
theological work written in Arabic, the so-called On the Triune Nature 
of God, was probably composed around 755/138, in the milieu of the 
Melkite/Greek Orthodox monasteries of Palestine, with which John of 
Damascus and Theodore Abu Qurra were associated. 14 And Abu Qurra 
himself has been described as 'the first theologian whose name we 
know who wrote regularly in Arabic', on the basis of the twenty or so 
works of his which were originally written in Arabic and which are 
known today and have been published. 15 Abu Qurra also wrote in 
Syriac and in Greek, but the volume of his Arabic writing is sympto- 
matic of a significant cultural and linguistic change. 

As regards the translation of the Bible into Arabic, we know that the 
Hebrew Bible/Old Testament was translated into Judaeo-Arabic (i.e. 
Arabic in Hebrew characters) by Saadya Gaon (882/269-942/330). 16 
The situation with regard to the New Testament, however, was rather 
more complex, with translations being made at different stages and in 
different places from Greek, Syriac, Coptic and Latin. The earliest 
extant manuscript, which came originally from the monastery of Saint 
Sabas but is now in the Vatican Library, may have come from the 
eighth/second century, but is more likely to have come from the ninth/ 
third century, and today contains the Pauline Epistles and some 
portions of the Gospels, which were translated from Syriac. Several 
other manuscripts can be reliably dated to the ninth/third century, 
including one which contains the four Gospel accounts, and which was 
translated from Greek probably at the monastery of Saint Sabas, and 
there is one account, in Ibn al-Nadim, of a translation of both the Torah 
and the Gospel being made from the Hebrew and the Greek in the time 
of al-Ma'mun, but this may not be a reliable account. Only in the mid 
thirteenth/seventh century, however, was an attempt made to produce 
a more standardised version of at least the Gospels, by Hibat Allah ibn 
al-Assal in Alexandria. 17 
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Far more significant for the religious life of the Christian commu- 
nities under Islamic rule, however, was of course the language of the 
liturgy, Greek, Syriac and Coptic, with Arabic only beginning to be 
used there considerably later. In Egypt, for example, it was in the 
twelfth/sixth century, in response to an exhortation from the Coptic 
patriarch Gabriel II, that priests began to explain the Lord's Prayer in 
Arabic, and in the following two centuries Coptic liturgical books 
begin to have Arabic translations alongside the Coptic words. 18 Slowly 
though this process advanced, however, it does testify to the fact that 
in this period influences flowed both ways - from Christian to Muslim, 
and from Muslim to Christian. 

DEVELOPING MUTUAL PERCEPTIONS 

At the same time as all these contacts and exchanges were going on, 
however, paradoxically perhaps, a rather harsher note was beginning to 
enter into the mutual perceptions of Christians and Muslims. To some 
extent this can already be seen in the Apology of al-Kindi which we 
have already looked at, but what is probably exceptional in the time of 
al-Ma'mun begins to become more widespread, and even normative, 
not long afterwards. 

This can be seen firstly in Byzantine Christian writings, which begin 
to become more overtly polemical and antagonistic in the late ninth/ 
third century. In part, of course, this development needs to be seen in 
the context of the on-going military confrontation between the By- 
zantine Empire on the one hand and the Abbasid Empire and its 
successor-states on the other, centred around the boundary between 
Asia Minor and Syria, but given that this conflict was not new some 
other factor must explain the increasingly acrimonious nature of much 
Byzantine literature about Islam. 

The new tone may be seen first in the writings of the Byzantine 
historian Theophanes the Confessor, whose work chronicles world 
events from 284ce to 813/197. As part of this, of course, he treats the 
coming of Islam, and on this, like John of Damascus, he states that 
Islam is a heresy, but he adds some further detail which is new, and 
which has a rather different flavour from John's writings. The genesis 
of Islam, Theophanes writes, is that Muhammad had epilepsy, and 
because of this he had some problems with his wife Khadija, who had 
raised him from a modest estate by marrying him. He then travelled to 
Palestine and Egypt, where he met Jews and Christians, and where he 
was helped by a heretical Christian monk to put his religious knowl- 
edge to good use by claiming to be an apostle. The message of Islam, 
according to Theophanes, includes references to a sensual paradise, 
which is obtained by anyone who kills or is killed by an enemy, a call to 
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jihad! military warfare, and an invitation to intemperate living, though 
it is acknowledged that it also includes a recommendation to help the 
oppressed. 

On this basis Muhammad is described as 'the chief and false prophet 
of the Saracens', and a further scurrilous note is provided by the 
suggestion that some Jews believed in him as Messiah and therefore 
embraced Islam; later, however, they saw him eating camel-meat and 
realised their mistake, but they were unable to leave the Muslim 
community so they told Muhammad false information about Chris- 
tianity in order to provoke him against the Christians. 19 

The tendency begun by Theophanes was carried even further by 
Nicetas of Byzantium, who in the middle of the ninth/third century 
was invited by Emperor Michael III (842/227-867/253) to formulate 
replies to two letters which he had received from Muslims, possibly 
from the caliph al-Mutawakkil. Nicetas's replies sought to defend his 
Christian faith, to answer Muslim objections to Christian convictions 
about Jesus, and to challenge Muslim assertions about the excellence 
of the Muslim faith and claims that Islam was the only true religion; 
they therefore include polemical attacks on Islam and declarations of 
readiness to take up arms if the opportunity arises, which makes clear 
the extent to which they should be seen as possessing an element of 
religious propaganda in an atmosphere of religious confrontation. 

Nicetas's principal work was his 'Refutation of the Book Fabricated 
by the Arab Muhammad'. As the title makes clear, it is a work which is 
primarily intended to undermine the Qur'an; it begins, however, with a 
defence of the Trinity before it proceeds to refute the Muslim scripture, 
which is described as 'a lying and pernicious book' which is 'of odious 
and demoniac origin'. It is a book 'built without art and deprived of 
consistency', and is 'disconnected, . . . [and] . . . does not proceed from 
a wise and straight thought'. Muhammad himself is described as an 
impudent impostor, and Nicetas breaks new ground in subjecting 
Muhammad to a kind of psychoanalysis, suggesting that he was 
obsessed with securing recognition for his mission and persuading 
people to accept the divine origin of his mission; he was therefore 
prepared to do anything to achieve this end. Islam is thus fundamen- 
tally idolatry, and despite the claim that it led the Arabs to worship 
God, in fact it led them to worship Satan; its so-called revelation comes 
from the Devil, and those who hear it are led to worship the Devil. 

During the course of the work Muhammad is described as an 
assassin, and it is also suggested that he had at some stage been a 
follower of Manichaeism, which according to Nicetas explains his 
attacks on the idea of the deity of Jesus. In short, Muhammad was an 
ignorant charlatan who succeeded by imposture in seducing the ignor- 
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ant barbarian Arabs into accepting a gross, blaspheming, idolatrous, 
demoniac religion, which is full of futile errors, intellectual enormities, 
doctrinal errors and moral aberrations. 20 

Nicetas's works thus display a number of new features: firstly, he 
evidently possessed a considerable knowledge of the complete text of 
the Qur'an, as he was able to review its contents in some detail, and 
examine Suras Two to Eighteen particularly closely, but it is unlikely 
that he knew any Arabic and he must therefore have been reliant on a 
translation, though Khoury suggests that he did his own translation; 
secondly, though, he introduced a considerable element of bile into the 
discussion, with a lot of ferocity evident. But it is here that the 
importance of context must once again be emphasised: his Greek 
Orthodox forebears as writers on Islam, John of Damascus and Theo- 
dore Abu Qurra, lived under Islamic rule and had long and regular 
contacts with Muslims. Nicetas, however, lived behind the frontiers in 
Byzantium, and Muslims could therefore only be conceived as ene- 
mies. Moreover, the emperor who commissioned him to write, Mi- 
chael III, undertook a number of important military campaigns in Asia 
Minor, culminating in a great victory in 863/249 which was a turning- 
point in the struggle between Byzantium and the Arabs: 

From the time of the first inroads made by the Arabs up to the 
victory of Leo III at Constantinople, Byzantium had had to 
struggle for mere survival; then for more than a century it had 
been occupied with an arduous defensive war; but now, after the 
victory of 863, the tide turned and there began the era of 
Byzantine attack in Asia, an offensive which opened slowly 
but which for the second half of the tenth century moved 
forwards with ever increasing celerity. 21 

Later Byzantine accounts of Islam in the main reproduce much of 
Nicetas's argument and also much of his tone, especially the ones 
which commemorate those who have died in military campaigns 
against the Muslims, who are described as martyrs. 22 It would not 
be true to say that all Byzantine literature adopted this approach, 
though, since some writers adopted a more irenic tone and were 
prepared to acknowledge at least some common ground between 
Christian and Muslim, including recognition of a common allegiance 
to monotheism. 

One representative of this point of view is Emperor Leo III (717/99- 
741/123): in his reply to a letter from the caliph 'Umar ibn Abd al-Aziz 
[717/99-720/101] requesting an exposition of the Christian faith, Leo 
affirmed that Christians and Muslims believe in the same God, and 
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that both communities are alike in some of the issues which they face. 
As examples of this he suggests, firstly, the problem of divisions, given 
that, in his opinion the Muslim community is equally as divided as the 
Christian one,- and secondly, issues arising from worship practices, 
given that the Christian use of symbols such as the cross should not 
surprise Muslims who turn towards the Ka'ba in Mecca because of its 
association with Abraham. Leo also tried to explain the Christian use 
of icons, saying that there was no reverence given to the objects 
themselves, but that they had educational and emotional significance. 
The fact that this correspondence, if authentic, took place in the 
decade before the prohibition of icons in Leo's Edict of 726/108 is 
surely significant. 23 

Several centuries later, Emperor Manuel I (1143/538-1180/576) 
entered into controversy with the patriarch of his day when he insisted 
that converts from Islam should not be compelled to anathematise the 
God of Muhammad, since this seemed to imply that Christians and 
Muslims did not believe in the same God. Meyendorff comments that 
this incident illustrates clearly the existence in Byzantium of two 
views on Islam, one extreme and 'closed', and the other more moder- 
ate. 24 

Considerable diversity of opinion about Christianity among Mus- 
lims also begins to become evident in this period. 25 In part, as with 
Byzantine perceptions of Islam, this results from increasing knowledge 
about the faith of the other community, but such knowledge did not 
always result in greater tolerance or sympathy. In some cases, indeed, 
quite the opposite seems to have been the result, but once again the 
context within which more polemical attitudes emerged needs to be 
kept firmly in mind. 

Two recent articles, one by a Jewish scholar and the other by a 
Muslim scholar, make this very clear. Hava Lazarus-Yafeh, of the 
Hebrew University of Jerusalem, emphasises what might be called 
the tripartite nature of Muslim polemic against Christianity: 

Muslim authors apparently borrowed earlier Jewish polemical 
attitudes towards Christianity, but gave them a more elaborate, 
comprehensive expression, which in its turn reinfluenced med- 
ieval Jewish authors, who shared many basic values and concepts 
with Islam. When dealing with the medieval triangle of the three 
monotheistic religions, we must remember that they can be 
regrouped differently when looked upon from a variant historical 
angle: In addition to the traditional model of the usual two 
dhimmi ('protected') religions (Judaism and Christianity) under 
the rule of Islam, we should also view Judaism and Islam as the 
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two halakhic, rationalistic, religions, less inclined to symbolism 
- in contrast to Christianity. 26 

Even more importantly, Abdelmajid Charfi, of the University of 
Tunis, insists that medieval Muslim polemic must be located firmly 
in the social context of relationships between different communities. 
He suggests that six factors need to be kept in mind when seeking to 
explain the development of polemic: the need to balance demographic 
factors, given that Muslims in this period were still numerically only a 
small minority of the population of the Empire as a whole; the need to 
integrate converts to Islam without adopting a syncretistic approach; 
the concurrent theological elaboration of Islam, which was not a 
separate endeavour from the production of polemical literature, given 
that many individuals were involved in both processes; the Muslim 
community's research about its roots, which included the search for 
Biblical references to Muhammad's message, in order to promote its 
authentication and legitimation,- the need for a solution to social 
antagonism, which arose particularly in times of economic stagnation, 
and where the role of polemical literature such as that from the pen of 
al-Jahiz was to justify the repression of Christians,- and the defence of 
Islamic civilisation against other civilisations. All these aspects of the 
contemporary context, Charfi suggests, go some way towards explain- 
ing some of the rancour and venom which is evident in some medieval 
Muslim writing about Christianity, and of course many similar factors, 
as we have already seen in Chapter 1, need to be kept in mind when 
looking at some of the early Christian writings against the Jews. 27 

In order to illustrate something of the diversity of Islamic thought 
about Christianity in the medieval period in a little more detail, the 
contrasting views which evolved in the two main schools of kaldm 
(Islamic Theology) will be examined. This is an important aspect of 
Islam to keep in mind because, while it is well known that there are 
four schools of Sunni fiqh law/jurisprudence in Islam, it is less well 
known that there are two schools of Sunni kalam, the Ash'ari and the 
Maturidi; and just as the schools of law, while not differing over the 
primacy of the main foundations of their discipline - Qur'an and 
Hadith - nevertheless do differ substantially over many secondary 
matters, so too the schools of theology, while not differing over such 
fundamental items of belief as tawhid (the unity of God) and nubuwwa 
(prophecy), do differ over many other items of doctrine, including how 
they view Christianity. 28 

Abu 1-Hasan al-Ash ari (874/260-936/324), who gave his name to the 
Ash'ari school of kalam, spent most of his life in Iraq, where he was 
closely involved in the theological disputes of the day involving the 
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Mu tazila, the school of systematising or rationalising theologians, 
who were particularly insistent firstly on the absolute unity of God, 
which led them to deny any claim that the Qur'an was uncreated, and 
secondly on the primacy of justice among the attributes of God, which 
led them to insist on the reality of human choice and free will. Al- 
Ash'ari had originally been a member of the Mu'tazila, but as a result of 
a dream in the month of Ramadan in the year 913/300 he rejected his 
Mu tazili beliefs. The school of thought which traced its ancestry back 
to him became the dominant one of Sunni Islam, including a figure of 
such towering importance as al-Ghazali (1058/450-1111/505) among 
its supporters, and it remains dominant in the Western end of the 
Muslim world today. 

Abu Mansur al-Maturidi (?873/261-944/333), who gave his name 
to the Maturidi school of kaldm, spent most of his life in central 
Asia, in the region of Samarqand in what is today Uzbekistan. Very 
little is known of his biography, but his theological opinions evi- 
dently became well established in central Asia in the succeeding 
centuries, and from there they became more widely disseminated 
through the agency of some of the great Turkish dynasties of the 
Islamic world such as the Seljuks and the Ottomans. Generally 
speaking, Maturidi opinion is located somewhere between those of 
the Ash'aris and those of the Mu tazila, so that, for example, a greater 
role is given to reason by the Maturidis than the Ash'aris, and the 
former are also more hospitable to claims that human beings do 
possess autonomy and free-will. Only some time after al-Maturidi 
himself can we properly speak of a Maturidi school of thought, but 
once it had emerged it became widely-influential in Central Asia and 
other parts of the Muslim world in which the Turkish peoples were 
significant players. 29 

Al-Ash c ari himself wrote two works on Christianity, but they are not 
extant and we know no more than their titles. 30 There is an important 
reference to Christianity in one of his works, however, a letter which 
he wrote around 910/297 to the people of Derbend on the Caspian Sea 
in response to a request for a statement of his beliefs: in it he suggests 
that the fundamental error of the Christians is not, as was suggested by 
most Muslims of the day, that they have developed erroneous ideas 
about Jesus, but simply that they have rejected the prophethood of 
Muhammad. If they were to accept Muhammad, in other words, they 
would then perceive the truth about Jesus. 31 

If we know little of the opinions on Christianity of al-Ash c ari 
himself, much more detail is available from a couple of generations 
later, from the writings of an important Ash'ari theologian, al-Baqillani 
(d. 1013/403). He is perhaps best known for his definitive study on the 
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I'jdz (inimitability) of the Qur'an, but for our purposes his Kitdb al- 
tamhid (Book of Introduction), which has been described as 'the first 
complete systematic treatise of [Ash'ari] kaldm known', 32 is more 
important as it contains one chapter which is specifically devoted 
to Christianity. As well as being well known for the sharpness of his 
tongue, as used in arguments against the Shf a and others, al-Baqillani 
had also taken part in an embassy to Byzantium during which he 
responded to being forced to enter the emperor's presence through a 
low door, in order to demonstrate his humility, by entering back- 
wards. 33 It should not surprise us, therefore, if the tone of his treatment 
of Christianity is rather acerbic, as he systematically rejects Christian 
arguments about the nature of God, the Trinity, the divinity of Christ, 
and the incarnation. 

Al-Baqillani begins his critique by suggesting that it is inappropriate 
to call God a substance (jawhar), as some Christians have done, since 
this is to be guilty of anthropomorphism, of making God in the image 
of humanity, and God is utterly incomparable. Even more inappropri- 
ate, he suggests, then to argue that God has three hypostases [aqdmm), 
but if Christians are going to introduce this element of plurality, why 
limit the number to three - why not add others to make the total up to 
four, or fourteen? Here it is significant that as an Ash'ari, al-Baqillani 
believes that God has eternal attributes, but these are seven or eight in 
number. And the idea of there being two natures in Christ is also 
rejected, not least because of the different understandings of this which 
are evident among Chalcedonian, Monophysite and Nestorian Chris- 
tians, of which al-Baqillani shows himself to be well aware; this idea, 
he says, is illogical and impossible, since the universal cannot be 
combined with the particular, or the eternal with the temporal; 
incarnation is rejected since this would render the divine temporal, 
and therefore liable to change and decay. 34 

As regards the Maturidi school, we do have a text from al-Maturidi 
himself, a section devoted to Christianity from his major theological 
work, the Kitdb al-tawhid (The Book of the Unity of God). 35 This 
differs from much other Muslim literature about Christianity in that it 
does not refer to the Qur'an at all, it has only the briefest of references 
to the Trinity, and it focuses almost entirely on refuting the claim that 
Jesus is divine and the Son of God. Not only that but al-Maturidi's 
discussion of Christianity is not set apart in a separate chapter, but is 
rather one element of his section on prophecy or apostleship, so that 
the Christians here fulfil the function of being a kind of partner in 
discussion of this theme. In the same way materialists and dualists 
provide the foil for his discussion of the existence and characteristics of 
God, which precedes the section on prophecy, and the Mu'tazila are the 
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partners for the discussion of divine and human action, which conies 
afterwards. As Thomas explains: 

The comparatively brief refutation of Christianity comes at the 
end of Part 3, on apostleship. Its function here is to enforce the 
preceding positive arguments in this part by showing that the 
claim that Christ is any more than a human messenger is 
unsustainable no matter what reasoning is advanced in its 
favour. By demonstrating that a rival teaching about the mes- 
senger Jesus is incompatible with reason and logic, the refutation 
strengthens the case for saying that the Islamic perception of 
how revealed knowledge is transmitted is compatible with the 
rational arguments presented in Parts 1 and 2, and so can be 
relied upon to provide a secure base for the exposition of faith 
that follows in Parts 4 and 5. 36 

Al-Maturidi thus argues that none of the evidence which Christians 
have traditionally produced in favour of their claim that Jesus may be 
described as Son of God actually works: miracles, for example, are no 
proof, because Moses also performed miracles, and he is not described 
as 'Son'; neither is the specific miracle of reviving the dead, because 
Ezekiel also did that, nor Jesus's ascension into heaven, for Elijah also 
ascended. Jesus must, therefore, al-Maturidi suggests, be a created 
being and thus in some sense a subordinate or derivative one. 

This is no more positive as a treatment of Christian convictions than 
the work of al-Baqillam which we have already examined, but its place 
within al-Maturidi's work as a whole and the reliance on reasoned 
argument without explicit Qur'anic quotation do suggest that the 
approach is rather different from that of many Muslim polemicists. 
An article by a Turkish professor, Hanifi Ozcan, elaborates on this 
thesis in an interesting way: al-Maturidi's view of religion, he suggests, 
is actually a pluralistic one, even if it is a limited pluralism in that it 
refers only to a pluralism of the divine-revealed religions. Professor 
Ozcan quotes from al-Maturidi's Tawilat (Interpretations of the Qur'- 
an), to the effect that: 

Religion is to believe in the unity of God. The religion of all the 
Prophets is one and the same religion. All the Prophets invite 
human beings to belief in the unity of God, the knowledge of 
God's unity, and to the worship only of the One God . . . 

He also draws a contrast between the existence of one religion and 
many sharfas, and suggests that al-Maturidi's views may be a helpful 
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stage along the way for the evolution of some kind of Muslim accep- 
tance of religious pluralism in the modern world. 37 

It is probably something of an overstatement to suggest that this is 
what al-Maturidi himself had in mind, but given the overall approach 
of al-Maturidi, and the way in which his treatment of Christianity is 
fitted into the elaboration of his theological system, it may be true that 
it is somewhat easier for someone from the Maturidi school of kaldm 
to engage seriously with Christianity than for someone who is an 
Ash'ari. This may in part be explained by the fact that al-Maturidi, 
living as he did in central Asia, was working out his theology in a 
context where Christians were a small minority and where many of the 
factors outlined by Professor Charfi above as to some extent explaining 
the development of anti-Christian polemic in the more central parts of 
the Muslim world, where Christians made up a far larger proportion of 
the population, did not therefore apply. However, it is very suggestive 
that in the late twentieth/early fifteenth century it is one of the regions 
of the Muslim world most substantially influenced by Maturidi kaldm, 
namely Turkey, that there has been the greatest readiness both to 
study Christianity and to allow Christianity to be taught in univer- 
sities by Christian professors. 38 Other factors, such as the fact that 
Turkey was never colonised by outside powers, also need to be kept in 
mind in explaining this phenomenon, but the Maturidi tradition may 
have provided a useful theoretical foundation for these developments. 

We have taken as our examples of developing mutual perceptions 
different Byzantine perceptions of Islam, and the different perceptions 
of Christianity found in the two main schools of kaldm in the Muslim 
world. There are, of course, many other interesting examples which 
could usefully have been investigated. One of the most interesting, 
which merits at least a brief reference, is the correspondence which 
took place, indirectly at least, between two significant figures of the 
later medieval period, Paul of Antioch, the Melkite/Greek Orthodox 
Bishop of Sidon during the twelfth/sixth century, and the great Muslim 
thinker Ibn Taimiyya (1263/661-1328/728). 39 

Paul lived in the era of the Byzantine emperor Manuel I, whom we 
discussed above as an exponent of a relatively positive Byzantine 
attitude towards Islam. In the Middle East, however, by his time, a 
new factor had entered the politics of the area, namely the coming of 
the Crusaders from Western Europe (which will be looked at in more 
detail in the next chapter), and in the time of Paul's episcopate Sidon 
was under Crusader control. In this context, Paul composed, probably 
some time between 1140/535 and 1180/576, a Letter to a Muslim, 
which he claimed was a response to a question put to him by a Muslim 
friend in Sidon concerning the opinion of Christians about Muham- 
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mad. This was almost certainly a literary device, but be that as it may, 
the Letter became widely circulated among the Christian commu- 
nities of the Middle East, and succeeded in provoking (though that is 
probably too strong a word) replies later from two Muslims, Ahmad ibn 
Idris al-Qarafi (d. 1285/684), and Ibn Taimiyya. 

Paul's Letter is notable for its courtesy and its irenic tone, which 
distinguishes it from much of the rest of medieval Christian literature 
about Islam, and for its attempt to address the opinions and way of 
thinking of contemporary Muslims. The Qur'an is thus utilised posi- 
tively, particularly through its positive references to Christians, and 
Muhammad too is regarded positively: 

Paul did not accuse the Prophet of being an imposter or liar or 
warrior who waged wars and used the sword, accusations made 
by a number of earlier Christian writers. He recognized that 
Muhammad had a religious mission. However, this mission, he 
argued, was not universal and hence did not include Christians 
who had already received a superior message, namely the law of 
Christ. Muhammad was sent, he said, to the ignorant Arabs who 
were living in darkness and who had never received a prophet 
before him. 40 

Paul's Letter underwent a considerable amount of expansion and 
editing after his time, and although al-Qarafi responded to the original 
shorter version, it was the expanded version, which had been produced 
in clerical circles in Cyprus, which was sent to Ibn Taimiyya in 1317/ 
717. As an influential preacher in Damascus, he had already been 
involved in Christian-Muslim discussion through his al-risdla al- 
qubrusiyya (Cyprus letter), probably written between 1299/699 and 
1303/733, which was a letter to Sirjwas the king of Cyprus, asking him 
to treat Muslim prisoners of war there well. 41 This work foreshadows 
Ibn Taimiyya's response to Paul's Letter in much of its structure and 
argumentation, but the later work is much more substantial in size, 
running to around a thousand pages in length. 

Entitled Al-jawdb al-sahih li-man baddala dm al-masih (The 
Correct Answer to those who Changed the Religion of Jesus), this 
work has been described by T. Michel as 'a work whose length and 
scope have never been equalled in Muslim critiques of the Christian 
religion and whose depth of insight into the issues that separate 
Christianity and Islam sets it among the masterpieces of Muslim 
polemic against Christianity.' 42 At the heart of the work is the funda- 
mental suggestion that: 'The difference between Islam and 
Christianity ... is that in Islam whenever innovations have appeared 
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God always raised up those who opposed the innovators and those 
upholding the sunna, whereas in Christianity the innovators tri- 
umphed and those holding the religion of Christ became a scattered 
few.' 43 Islam, in other words, has been preserved from corruption, 
while Christianity has succumbed to it, through the corruption of its 
religious texts, the introduction of new religious practices, and inno- 
vations such as the doctrine of the Trinity. 

Michel suggests that Ibn Taimiyya probably wrote the work primar- 
ily for the Muslim community, in order to warn his fellow-Muslims 
against falling into the same error. Large sections of the work are 
therefore devoted to ideas which Ibn Taimiyya reckoned to be influ- 
ential among his Muslim contemporaries and which threatened to 
corrupt them, such as wahdat al-wujud (the unity of existence), 
philosophy, Sufism, the kaldm of the Mu tazili and Ash'ari theologians, 
and extreme Shi ' ism. But the fact that not only the composition of 
such an influential work, but also to a considerable extent its form, is 
shaped by a work of Christian apologetic, is an interesting example of 
at least a measure of interaction between the two communities. 

MUSLIM TREATMENT OF CHRISTIANS II 

As well as witnessing some interesting examples of interchange be- 
tween Christians and Muslims, the ninth/third century also witnessed, 
paradoxically, significant change with respect to the question of the 
legal position of other faith communities within the Muslim world. We 
have seen already how the Covenant of 'Umar, even if it adopted a 
rather more restrictive policy than the Constitution of Medina with 
reference to the position of non-Muslims within an Islamic state, 
nevertheless was in many respects relatively liberal with reference 
to Christian and Jewish religious practice. The ninth/third century, 
however, saw a rather subtle change of tone and emphasis, which may 
be seen in the laws passed by the caliph al-Mutawakkil in the year 850/ 
235. It is worthwhile to quote the laws, as recorded by the historian al- 
Tabari, in full: 

In the year (235/850), al-Mutawakkil gave orders that the Chris- 
tians and the dhimmis in general be required to wear honey- 
colored hoods [taylasan] and girdles (zunndr); to ride on saddles 
with wooden stirrups and with two balls attached to the rear; to 
attach two buttons to the conical caps (qalansuwa) of those who 
wear them and to wear caps of a different color from those worn 
by the Muslims; to attach two patches to their slaves' clothing, of 
a different color from that of the garment to which they are 
attached, one in front on the chest, the other at the back, each 
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patch four fingers in length, and both of them honey-colored. 
Those of them who wear turbans were to wear honey-colored 
turbans. If their women went out and appeared in public, they 
were only to appear with honey-colored head scarves. He gave 
orders that their slaves were to wear girdles, and he forbade them 
to wear belts [mintaqa). He gave orders to destroy their churches 
which were newly built and to take the tenth part of their houses. 
If the place was large enough, it was to be made into a mosque; if 
it was not suitable for a mosque, it was to be made an open space. 
He ordered that wooden images of devils should be nailed to the 
doors of their houses to distinguish them from the houses of the 
Muslims. He forbade their employment in government offices 
and on official business where they would have authority over 
the Muslims. He forbade that their children attend Muslim 
schools or that any Muslim should teach them. He forbade 
the display of crosses on their Palm Sundays and Jewish rites 
in the streets. He ordered that their graves be made level with the 
ground so that they should not resemble the graves of the 
Muslims. 44 

Interesting features of these laws are, firstly, the importance which 
was evidently attached to dress - it is interesting to see the extent to 
which later medieval laws in the West concerning the Jews mirrored 
some of the details of these laws; 45 and, secondly, the attention which 
the laws devote to the social and educational position of Christians. In 
this they correspond to the polemical tract of al-Jahiz (c. 776/160-869/ 
255), al-radd 'ala'l-nasara (The Refutation of the Christians), which is 
as much an attack on the social position of Christians as it is on their 
system of belief. 46 In short it could reasonably be said that the spirit 
which these laws represent is a spirit which sought to make it 
manifestly clear that Christians and Jews were to be seen as second- 
class citizens within the Islamic world, to be manifestly lower than 
Muslims in terms of prestige and social position. It is important to 
remember, however, that this situation bears many similarities to the 
position of non-Christians in the Roman Empire once Christianity 
became the official religion of the Empire in the fourth century, when 
they became disadvantaged in a number of ways, not least financial. 

There is thus a certain irony in the fact that while on one level 
Christians were exerting considerable influence on the Muslim com- 
munity through their role as translators in this period, on another level 
they were beginning to be more explicitly disadvantaged in Islamic 
society. Theoretical debate about this has continued subsequently, 
however, with a more pragmatic approach being seen in, for example, 
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the work of the great political thinker al-Mawardi (974/364-1058/450), 
in his Al-ahkdm al-sultdniyya (The Laws of Governance), and a more 
antagonistic approach being evident in some of the writings of Ibn 
Taimiyya, especially his Ma'salat al-kana'is (The Question of the 
Churches). 47 

In any discussion of this theme, it is extremely important that a 
sense of proportion is kept. Some modern Jews and Christians insist on 
judging the medieval world of Islam according to modern Western 
criteria, forgetting that the United Nations Declaration of Human 
Rights had not been compiled at the time. The strictures of the Jewish 
writer who publishes under the pseudonym Bat Ye' or (Daughter of the 
Nile) are thus not justified. 48 By medieval standards, the Muslim 
treatment of Jews and Christians was relatively tolerant and liberal, 
though it was clearly, by modern standards, still discriminatory to 
some extent. Comparisons can only fairly be made with other med- 
ieval societies, and on this basis the Muslim world scores extremely 
well. 

CONVERSION TO ISLAM 

It is often remarked that the Middle East is the home of three of the 
world's great monotheistic religions: Judaism, Christianity and Islam. 
What is often forgotten, however, is that during the course of Middle 
Eastern history, the majority of the population of the region has 
changed its religious allegiance. Judaism was never the religion of 
anything but a small minority of the population of the region as a 
whole. Later, for several centuries, Christianity was the numerically 
dominant faith. And today, Islam is the religion of the overwhelming 
majority of the people of the Middle East, even if Judaism and Chris- 
tianity both remain significant presences in certain parts of the region, 
for different reasons. The process of this transition, whereby the 
majority of the population somehow shifted its religious allegiance, 
is an extremely interesting one, and it is important that we devote 
some attention to it now. 

Conversion to Islam has been the focus of a number of interesting 
academic studies in recent years. In 1972-3, a seminar arranged at the 
School of Oriental and African Studies in London was devoted to the 
theme, which was investigated on a global level and with a timescale 
that stretched up until today; from that conference came the volume 
edited by the Israeli scholar Nehemiah Levtzion, under the title 
Conversion to Islam. 49 In 1973, a conference held in Los Angeles 
for the award of the fourth Giorgio della Vida Medal, to Gustave 
von Grunebaum, was devoted to the theme of 'Islam and Cultural 
Change in the Middle Ages'. Although conversion is only one element 
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among many in the process of cultural change, several of the papers 
delivered at the conference did devote some attention to it, looking in 
particular at the relationship between Arabisation and Islamisation in 
such places as Egypt, Syria and Spain, and including some reference to 
India as well as the central Islamic lands. 50 In 1979 the American 
scholar Richard Bulliet devoted a lively monograph specifically to the 
subject of conversion, with particular reference to the medieval world, 
and focusing on the central part of the Islamic world. 51 And more 
recently, a conference was held in 1986 at the University of Toronto 
entitled 'Conversion and Continuity: Indigenous Christian Commu- 
nities in Medieval Islamic Lands'; again this concentrated on the 
Middle East and Spain, but it did carry the story forward to the 
eighteenth/twelfth century. 52 How, when, and why, therefore, did 
people in the Middle East convert from Christianity to Islam? 

One feature of this process which these scholarly researches make 
very clear is that it took place at different rates and had different stages 
in different countries, so that there was considerable regional variation. 
It is this fact, of course, which is partly responsible for the different 
demographic balances in different parts of the Middle East today, 
whereby in some parts of the Arab world such as north Africa, 
Christianity has disappeared almost completely but in other regions, 
such as the Lebanon, Christian churches remain a significant presence. 

In order to investigate the process of conversion today, it is possible 
to conduct interviews and to use some of the other tools of anthro- 
pological investigation in order to ascertain motives for and processes 
in conversion. For the more distant past, however, this is not possible, 
necessitating reliance on historical and other literary sources. Bulliet's 
methodology, in this context, is an imaginative one, since the main 
body of material which he used consists of the great biographical 
dictionaries which were produced in the medieval Islamic world at 
different stages, the medieval equivalent of today's 'Who's Who' 
volumes. He focused in particular on the names of the individuals 
in the dictionaries; these were entered on a computer, and a detailed 
analysis was undertaken of when the first Islamic names, such as 
Muhammad, appear. Bulliet's thesis is essentially that the appearance 
of such specifically Islamic names probably represents the appearance 
of the first generation of born-Muslims; in other words it signifies that 
it was probably the generation before these individuals which con- 
verted to Islam, because while the converts themselves probably did 
not change their names, they probably did give Islamic names to their 
children. 

Bulliet does not downplay the weaknesses of this methodology. In 
particular, the fundamental assumption about it being the children of 
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converts who first bear Islamic names is not proven, since names are 
not necessarily a foolproof guide. And perhaps most importantly the 
people who appear in the biographical dictionaries are not necessarily 
representative,- by definition they tend to be members of an elite. But 
despite these weaknesses, which tend to result in a slight exaggeration 
in the percentage of the population which had become Muslim at any 
one time, Bulliet's research is extremely valuable in providing a 
plausible interpretation of the process of conversion as a whole, and 
also in providing comparative data concerning the rate at which the 
process proceeded in different parts of the Islamic world. 

Bulliet's research makes the obvious point, first of all, that conver- 
sion was a gradual rather than a sudden process. The Middle East was 
not transformed from a situation in which Christianity was the 
religion of the majority of the population to a situation in which Islam, 
overnight, became the majority faith. The process was gradual, and it 
also proceeded in fits and starts. Secondly, Bulliet suggests that dif- 
ferent stages can be discerned so that in any particular context first a 
few innovators, or trendsetters, convert, then the process accelerates so 
that the majority of the population joins in the process, and then there 
are a few of what he calls the 'laggards', who remain attached to the 
earlier faith. Many centuries may therefore be involved, but on the 
strength of this interpretation, with the help of his computer, Bulliet 
was able to produce a series of graphs to demonstrate the rate at which 
conversion took place in different parts of the medieval Islamic world. 

If we move from west to east, what we therefore find is that in North 
Africa the process of conversion began relatively early and was cer- 
tainly completed very early. One of the great centres of the early 
Christian church, which produced such significant figures as Tertul- 
lian (d. c. 220), Cyprian (d. 258), and Augustine (d. 430), was almost 
completely Muslim by the twelfth/sixth century. North Africa there- 
fore serves as one of the most dramatic examples of the process of 
conversion from Christianity to Islam, with an interesting letter from 
Gregory VII, the Pope from 1073/466-1085/478, demonstrating that 
even by his time Christians had become a small minority in the 
region. 53 

Three reasons can be suggested for the rapidity with which this 
process took place. Firstly, with respect to the nature of the Islamic 
community in North Africa, it is important to note that in the field of 
the sharfa (Islamic law), it was the Maliki school which became 
dominant. This is significant because for this school it was above 
all else the example of the Muslim community in Medina which 
provided the model for later Islamic practice, and given that Christians 
did not have a significant presence there some of the pronouncements 
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of Maliki fiqh (jurisprudence) tended to be rather harsher in their 
attitude towards Christians than those of other schools such as the 
Hanafi. 54 

The second and third factors relate more to the nature of the 
Christian church in North Africa, for one of the important facts about 
this church in the era before the coming of Islam was that it was deeply 
divided, particularly by the Donatist schism. 55 Augustine in the fourth 
and fifth centuries had fought against the Donatists, as had many of his 
successors as bishops of Hippo (Carthage), and the bitterness and 
mistrust which some of their methods created did much to leave a 
legacy of disunity. Thirdly, and not unrelated to this point, much of the 
North African church was very definitely a Roman church, as opposed 
to an indigenous church; the church, in other words, was the church of 
the governing classes, of Rome's representatives in North Africa, 
rather than of the local populace themselves, and for this reason the 
church's structures in the area seem to have been severely weakened 
when Roman rule itself collapsed in the aftermath of the Vandal 
invasions in 429. 56 

In Egypt, by contrast, although there were certain similarities be- 
tween the process there and what was happening in North Africa, the 
pace of conversion was rather different, to the extent that today, in the 
form of the Coptic church, there still remains a substantial Christian 
minority in the country, which possibly makes up as much as ten or 
even fifteen per cent of the population. 57 Large-scale conversion to 
Islam in Egypt began during the eighth/second century, and was very 
much linked with economic hardship. Oppressive taxation led to a 
whole series of revolts in different regions of Egypt between 725/107 
and 832/21 7, and these were crushed by the local governors and, in the 
end, the caliph al-Ma'mun himself, who visited the province in 832/ 
217. Conversion was in part a mechanism for escaping from the burden 
of this taxation, especially in the Nile Delta, the northern part of Egypt, 
and I. M. Lapidus comments: 

Coptic resistance to taxation by force of arms was broken. The 
despair which followed these crushing defeats seems finally to 
have set in train the movement of mass conversions to Islam . . . 
We may say that the defeat of the rebellion broke the backbone of 
mass Coptic allegiance to Christianity . . . 58 

Once begun, the process of conversion continued gradually, with the 
pace of conversion very much affected by the policies of the different 
dynasties which ruled Egypt. An outburst of fairly savage persecution 
occurred in the time of the Fatimid ruler al-Hakim (996/386-1021/ 
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411), and on several other occasions during the course of medieval 
history there were a number of instances of riots against Christians in 
Egypt over such things as new church-building and the influence 
which Christians continued to exert in the government administra- 
tion. At certain periods, indeed, Christians more or less dominated this 
aspect of Egyptian life, and on occasion it is clear that this provoked 
considerable resentment. 59 

The result of this was that perhaps as early as the tenth/fourth 
century the majority of the population of Egypt was Muslim, but the 
Christian church survived, and remains a significant feature within 
Egypt, perhaps for two main reasons: firstly the church had succeeded 
in establishing its local roots - the word 'Coptic' as used today with 
reference to the church is in origin simply the Greek word for 'Egyp- 
tian'; and secondly the church managed to retain a remarkable degree 
of unity, with the vast majority of Egypt's Christian population being 
members of the Coptic Orthodox Church until modern times, when a 
number of Western churches established a presence in Egypt. 

Moving eastwards and northwards to Syria (understood in the sense 
of Greater Syria, in other words what is today Syria, Lebanon, Jordan 
and Palestine/Israel), here the process of conversion to Islam took place 
rather more slowly than in Egypt, so that even by the year 1300/700, 
according to Kamal Salibi, Islam was still not the religion of the 
majority of the population. Given the importance of the relative unity 
of the church in Egypt in ensuring its survival this may seem surpris- 
ing, since Syrian Christianity was far more divided, with a number of 
Christian churches, both Chalcedonian and non-Chalcedonian, repre- 
sented. But if Syrian Christianity was divided so too was Syrian Islam, 
with the presence of both Sunn! and Imami Shi'i Muslims and also a 
number of offshoots from both groups such as the Druzes. It is perhaps 
this fact, together with the geographical fragmentation of Greater Syria 
(which itself goes some way toward explaining its religious diversity) 
which explains Christian survival even despite Christian disunity. 
Today, therefore, the population of the modern nation of Syria is 
roughly 10 per cent Christian, and in the Lebanon, as defined by its 
1923/1341 boundaries, Christians made up the majority of the popula- 
tion at that time and are today perhaps 45 per cent of the population. 60 

Further east, in Iraq and Iran, there is one major historical difference 
between these areas and those we have examined already, namely that 
here Christianity had never been the dominant religion: in the days of 
the Sassanian Empire, as we have seen, Christians, particularly those 
belonging to the Nestorian church, were a significant and influential 
minority, but Christianity was never either the state religion or the 
religion of the majority of the population. In Islamic times conversion 
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began fairly early, and probably proceeded more quickly in Iran than in 
any of the more westerly provinces simply because the demise of the 
Sassanian Empire left Zoroastrianism without any equivalent to the 
Byzantine emperor to serve as a powerful external sponsor, or even 
protector, of the community. While it is probable, therefore, that Islam 
became the religion of the majority of the population in Iran relatively 
early, possibly as early as the start of the ninth/third century, it is not 
clear to what extent this involved the conversion of Christians rather 
than Zoroastrians. 61 

A complicating factor in this region towards the end of the medieval 
period was the coming of the Mongols from Central Asia, as at one 
stage there was a not completely unrealistic expectation among the 
Christians of south-west Asia that the Mongols would convert to 
Christianity. One of the wives of the Mongol emperor Hulagu 
(1256/654-1265/663) was a Christian, and there was a considerable 
Nestorian influence on many of the Mongol rulers. 62 But in the end the 
Mongols converted to Islam, and the enthusiasm with which some 
Christians had greeted the Mongol conquerors was not forgotten by 
later generations of Muslims. 63 

In both Iraq and Iran the process of conversion to Islam even today 
has not run its full course, and both countries still retain not insig- 
nificant Christian minorities within their borders. Perhaps some 4 per 
cent of the population of Iraq today is Christian, mostly belonging to a 
number of Catholic churches, as illustrated most powerfully in recent 
decades by the person of Tariq Aziz, the former Foreign Minister, who 
became Deputy Prime Minister of Iraq in 1991/1411. He is a member of 
the Chaldaean Church, the element of the ancient Nestorian Church 
(or sometimes called the Assyrian Church) which submitted to papal 
authority in 1553/960; and some 1 per cent of the population of Iran is 
Christian, with the overwhelming majority being Armenian Ortho- 
dox. 64 

The other geographical area which was a major centre of early 
Christianity, to the extent that three of Paul's letters in the New 
Testament, to the Galatians, Ephesians and Colossians, were written 
to churches within its borders, is Turkey. Today, however, it has a tiny 
Christian presence, limited almost to its capital city and some of its 
border areas. The process of conversion to Islam here, however, has 
taken a very different course from that in the areas examined so far, 
because of the very different history of the region. Firstly, Turkey, or 
Asia Minor as it was then known, did not come under Islamic control 
in the first wave of Islamic expansion but remained a province of the 
Byzantine Empire until the eleventh/fifth century when, as a result of 
the battle of Manzikert (1071/463) the heartland of the province came 
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under the rule of the Seljuk Turks; and secondly, even after the Islamic 
conquest of the region, the relatively tolerant policies towards religious 
minorities pursued by the different Turkish dynasties, and in particular 
the Ottoman rulers, meant that while conversion to Islam certainly 
took place, substantial religious minorities remained present in what is 
today Turkey until well into the twentieth/fourteenth century. 65 It 
was only in the aftermath of World War I, in fact, when international 
negotiations concerning borders and the fate of the former territories of 
the Ottoman Empire resulted in the creation of the modern nation of 
Turkey, that a substantial transfer of population took place between 
Turkey and Greece, which resulted in the virtual disappearance of any 
Christian presence in the Asian part of Turkey. The majority of Turks 
in the Ottoman Empire had always been Muslim, the Turks being one 
of the peoples of the world who have been most united in their 
religious allegiance. But it is important to remember that even in 
the heyday of the Ottoman Empire, Turks were numerically less than 
half of the population, and even with other Muslims among the 
empire's diverse population, Muslims probably made up only some 
two thirds of its population as a whole. 66 
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The Medieval Period II: Confrontation 
or Interaction in the Westl 



WESTERN CHRISTIAN REACTIONS TO THE COMING OF ISLAM 

In Chapter 1 we have already seen how Western and Eastern Chris- 
tianity were developing differently even before the coming of Islam: 
the different languages which they used, Latin and Greek respectively, 
the different intellectual contexts within which they developed, espe- 
cially as regards their interaction with Hellenistic philosophy, and the 
particular experiences of Augustine (354-430) in the West all contrib- 
uted to the two branches of Christendom coming to focus on different 
themes and developing different preoccupations. As regards the central 
focus of their theology, East and West came to concentrate respectively 
on divinisation and redemption. 

At the time of the coming of Islam, East and West also had different 
experiences of Islam: as we have seen, it was Eastern Christians who 
first encountered Islam and who therefore formulated the initial 
Christian interpretations of, and responses to, Islam. Several decades 
passed before there was any lasting encounter between Muslims and 
Western Christians, since although there were minor Muslim military 
campaigns in north Africa in the 640s/20s, lasting conquest was only 
attempted in the 660s/40s, with Kairouan being established as the 
main centre of Muslim power in 670/50. Even then, despite the dashing 
march of c Uqba ibn Naff to the Atlantic Ocean in 680/60, the Muslim 
position remained vulnerable until 697/78, when Carthage fell, and 
even after that there were several significant Berber revolts which 
threatened Muslim control. 1 

Even before the coming of Islam, however, the church in north Africa 
had become somewhat detached from the church in Western Europe, not 
least as a result of the Vandal invasion of 429, and the majority of 
Western Christians did not become particularly aware of Islam until 
the next stage of Muslim expansion, which came with the Muslim 
invasion of Spain in 7 1 1 /92 . The Berber general Tariq, who gave his name 
to Gibraltar (/afoal/Mountain of Tariq), crossed from Africa with some 
7,000 men, and a decisive defeat of the Visigothic army in the summer of 
the same year led, as in Iran, to the almost complete collapse of the 
kingdom. The capital, Toledo, surrendered without offering any resis- 
tance, and within three years virtually the whole of the Iberian Peninsula 
apart from the mountains in the far north came under Islamic rule. 2 
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Nor did the Muslim armies stop there. As early as 714/96 raiders 
crossed the Pyrenees into the south of France, and for two or three 
decades from 720/102 the town of Narbonne was under Muslim 
control. The furthest point which the raiders reached was near the 
town of Tours, a mere 125 miles/200 kilometres south-west of Paris, 
where in 732/ 1 1 4 they were defeated by a Frankish army under Charles 
Martel. 3 

As a result of these military campaigns, Western Europe as a whole 
certainly became aware of the coming of Islam. In 731/113, the 
Venerable Bede in his History of the English Church and People, which 
was composed in the monastery in Jarrow in the north-east of England, 
wrote: 

In the year of our Lord 729, two comets appeared around the sun, 
striking terror into all who saw them. One comet rose early and 
preceded the sun, while the other followed the setting sun at 
evening, seeming to portend awful calamity to east and west 
alike. One comet was the precursor of day and the other of night, 
to indicate that mankind was menaced by evils at both times. 
They appeared in the month of January, and remained visible for 
about a fortnight, bearing their fiery trails northward as though 
to set the welkin aflame. At this time, a swarm of Saracens 
ravaged Gaul with horrible slaughter, but after a brief interval in 
that country they paid the penalty of their wickedness. 4 

Bede's interpretation of the coming of Islam was fairly matter-of-fact: 
he saw it basically as being explained by the references in the Book of 
Genesis to the coming of the descendants of Ishmael, similarly to the 
way in which the first Eastern Christians to encounter Islam had 
explained it. And if the Muslims were a threat, the language used to 
describe the threat was little different from that used later of, for 
example, the Vikings, whose raids disrupted north-west European life 
so severely during the ninth/third and tenth/fourth centuries. 5 

After the battle of Tours, the Muslim raids in France became 
restricted to Provence and the southern coast lands, and as Frankish 
power became consolidated, the Frankish kings opened diplomatic 
communication with the Abbasid Empire in the East: a Frankish 
embassy was sent to Baghdad by King Pepin in 765/148, and Charle- 
magne, who was crowned Holy Roman Emperor in 800/184, exchanged 
gifts with the Abbasid caliph in Baghdad, Harun al-Rashid (786/170- 
809/193), who, among other things, sent Charlemagne an elephant. 6 By 
this time relations between the Christian and Muslim worlds were 
complicated, firstly by the fact that from 756/138 a separate Umayyad 
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caliphate had been established in Spain, so that Harun's keenness to 
cultivate good relations with the Franks may therefore in part be 
explained by his desire to solicit their support against the Umayyads; 
and secondly by the fact that disputes among the Muslims in Spain led 
one group of Muslim princes, in 777/160, to appeal to Charlemagne for 
help against some of their Muslim rivals. His response was positive, 
and he marched into Spain in order to support them, with some 
success, but during his return to France the rearguard of his army 
was ambushed and slaughtered. It was this incident which gave rise, 
centuries later, to the composition of the epic poem The Song of 
Roland, about the heroism of the leader of the rearguard as he was 
attacked by the Saracens, but it is important to note that in history, if 
not in epic, the attackers were actually not Muslims at all, but Basques. 

It was in Spain during the ninth/third century that the set of 
circumstances unfolded which were to bring into being a distinctively 
Western response to Islam, which has proved remarkably persistent, 
lasting even to the present day. This peculiarly negative view of Islam 
has its origin in the movement known as the Spanish Martyrs' Move- 
ment, which during the decade between 850/235 and 860/246 formu- 
lated what might be called an apocalyptic vision of Islam. 

Southern outlines clearly the circumstances in which this view 
emerged: the Christians of Cordoba, the capital of the Umayyad 
caliphate in Spain, were, like Christians elsewhere in the world of 
Islam, tolerated and protected, yet also in some ways disadvantaged. 
They could worship, and their lives were not endangered, but they had 
to pay the jizya, a special tribute to their rulers, and there were 
considerable restrictions on public manifestations of worship. The 
Christians of Cordoba suffered other disadvantages, however, particu- 
larly that they were isolated from the rest of the Christian world, and 
ignorant of Latin learning, both Christian and secular, even to the 
extent of not knowing Augustine's City of God. They also lived in the 
capital city of the Umayyad caliphate, in the midst of a brilliant and 
flourishing civilisation, and this evidently exercised a considerable 
seductive power over them. 7 

It was in this context of Islam being perceived as a threat to the 
Christians of the city that two Cordoban Christians, a priest, Eulogius, 
and a layman, Paul Alvarus, became convinced that Islam was the 
precursor of the coming of the Antichrist. They reached this conclu- 
sion on the basis of their reading of the Bible, for like the earliest 
Eastern Christians in their first attempts to interpret the coming of 
Islam, Eulogius and Paul looked to the Bible as their primary source of 
guidance. But the parts of the Bible which they thought provided that 
guidance were very different from those which the Eastern Christians 
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had used. In particular Eulogius and Paul Alvarus looked to the 
apocalyptic literature of the Bible, the book of Daniel in the Old 
Testament and parts of the Gospel accounts and the Book of Revela- 
tion in the New Testament in order to interpret the coming of Islam. 
They thus seized on passages such as Daniel 7, which refers to a 
vision or dream of Daniel in which he saw four beasts, the first like a 
lion, the second like a bear, the third like a leopard, and the fourth 
which has no animal given to describe it, but which is terrible, dreadful 
and strong, and has ten horns (verse 7). When Daniel seeks the meaning 
of the vision, he is told that the four beasts represent four kings who 
will arise (verse 17), and the main stream of Christian interpretation of 
this is that it refers to the Empires of Babylon, Persia, Greece (i.e. 
Alexander the Great and his successors), and Rome, and the special 
attention given to the fourth beast is connected with the fact that it 
was in Roman times that Jesus lived. This was not how Eulogius and 
Paul Alvarus interpreted the chapter, however, for in their view the 
fourth beast meant something different. In a modern English transla- 
tion of the Bible, the Revised Standard Version/Common Bible, the 
discussion of the fourth beast goes as follows: 

Then I desired to know the truth concerning the fourth beast, 
which was different from all the rest, exceedingly terrible, with 
its teeth of iron and claws of bronze; and which devoured and 
broke in pieces, and stamped the residue with its feet . . . He [the 
interpreter of the vision] said: As for the fourth beast, there shall 
come a fourth kingdom on earth, which shall be different from all 
the kingdoms, and it shall devour the whole earth, and trample it 
down, and break it to pieces. As for the ten horns, out of this 
kingdom ten kings shall arise, and another shall arise after them; 
he shall be different from the former ones, and shall put down 
three kings. He shall speak words against the Most High, and 
shall wear out the saints of the Most High, and shall think to 
change the times and the law,- and they shall be given into his 
hand for a time, two times, and half a time. But the court shall sit 
in judgement, and his dominion shall be taken away, to be 
consumed and destroyed to the end. And the kingdom and the 
dominion and the greatness of the kingdoms under the whole 
heaven shall be given to the people of the saints of the Most High; 
their kingdom shall be an everlasting kingdom, and all domin- 
ions shall serve and obey them.' (Daniel 7: 19, 23-7) 

To Eulogius and Paul Alvarus, what was being described here was 
their own situation, being worn out as the saints of the Most High by a 
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force which was taking over the whole earth, putting down the empires 
of Greeks, Franks and Goths, speaking against the Most High through 
its scripture, the Qur'an, and setting up its own calendar and legal 
system. But this was not going to last for ever, because this force would 
last only for a time, two times and half a time, and if a time was taken 
to mean the Biblical idea of 'three score years and ten', this meant 245 
years; and if Islam came into existence, or began its calendar in 622, 
this meant that it was about to run its course, and the end of its period 
of influence and the vindication of the saints was imminent. 

Other apocalyptic passages from the New Testament, such as Mark 
13, with its references to desolation in Jerusalem, and Revelation 13, 
with its picture of the beast arising and persecuting and oppressing the 
people of God, were interpreted as confirming this interpretation of the 
current situation in Cordoba. A life of Muhammad, which was in 
circulation at the time in Spain, calculated that Muhammad had died 
in the year 666 of the Spanish calendar (cf. Revelation 13: 18), and since 
this was the number of the beast, it was taken to be a clear pointer that 
Muhammad was to be identified as the Antichrist. Eulogius therefore 
concluded that the end of all things was near. 

This way of thinking is not unique in human history. Many exam- 
ples of millennialist convictions can be found, in most of the world's 
religious traditions. 8 But what is unusual about what happened in 
Cordoba was the response of some Christians to this conviction, which 
was to seek to arouse fellow-Christians from their spiritual lethargy 
and infatuation with certain aspects of Arabic culture by public 
demonstrations of piety. These took the form either of publicly in- 
sulting Muhammad or of publicly calling on Muslim officials to 
convert to Christianity, both of which actions were prohibited to 
Christians under Islamic law, and both of which were therefore 
extremely provocative to the Muslim leadership. Some of the indivi- 
duals who undertook these actions succeeded in their ambition, were 
executed, and were considered by their co-religionists as martyrs; not 
only that, but a number of Muslims were indeed sufficiently impressed 
by their devotion and willingness to die for their faith that they were 
converted to Christianity, and some of them were in turn executed and 
considered to have been martyred. But after some time the Muslim 
authorities reacted to the movement by threatening to execute all 
Christians indiscriminately if they continued their acts of provocation, 
and in response to this, and to the fact that the end did not come, the 
movement petered out. 

Some fifty individual Christians, both male and female, were exe- 
cuted by the authorities in the decade between 850/235 and 860/246, 
among them Eulogius, who was decapitated in 859/245. A number of 
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recent studies have investigated the so-called Spanish Martyrs' Move- 
ment from a number of different perspectives, some more historical, 
some theological, some missiological, and some more anthropologi- 
cal. 9 R. W. Southern's comment on Alvarus and Eulogius remains as 
apt as ever, however: 'Their distress of mind and the urgent duty they 
felt to rouse their fellows to a sense of their danger and mission gives 
dignity to a system which intellectually has nothing to recommend 
it.' 10 But he added: 'Whatever else maybe said of all this, it was the first 
rigidly coherent and comprehensive view of Islam, related to contem- 
porary circumstances, to be developed in the West.' 11 And as such it 
was a view which was to prove extremely influential and remarkably 
tenacious in the West in the medieval period and beyond. 

THE CRUSADES 

One of the most important legacies of the very negative judgement on 
Islam which emerged in Spain in the ninth/third century was the 
subsequent rise, towards the end of the eleventh/fifth century, of what 
has to be called a movement of militant Christianity. The supporters of 
this movement, the Crusades, were convinced that they had a religious 
obligation to take up the cross, literally, in order to recapture the Holy 
Land - the land in which Jesus had lived and taught - from the infidel 
Muslim, in order to facilitate or expedite the return of Christ. 

Recent Western scholarship has emphasised the wide range of 
motives held by the Crusaders, which included fairly crudely material 
ones such as the desire to travel, the wish to acquire booty or land, and 
the simple longing for fame and glory. But there is no denying that in 
the minds of most of the participants there was a considerable measure 
of religious motivation, including the longing to make the pilgrimage 
to the Holy Land as well as the desire to secure eternal salvation, and at 
least in the early years the whole movement was suffused with an air of 
apocalyptic expectation. 

The course of the crusading movement was briefly this: in 1095/488 
Pope Urban II preached the Crusade at Clermont in France. In doing so 
he was in part responding to an appeal for help from the Byzantine 
emperor Alexius I (1081/474-1118/512), since Byzantium was still 
reeling from its defeat by the Seljuk Turks in 1071/463 at the battle 
of Manzikert and the loss of most of its Asian territory. But Urban also 
added another element to the Crusaders' task, namely the liberation of 
Jerusalem, declaring that whoever participated in this task with pure 
motivation would be released from any penance which had been 
required of them earlier. To the diplomatic aim of helping the By- 
zantines was thus added a more specifically religious one, recovering 
the Holy City in order to facilitate pilgrimage. 
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The response to the Pope's call, however, was perhaps rather greater 
than he had expected. A number of princes from many regions of 
Europe decided to take up the cross, and itinerant preachers such as 
Peter the Hermit (c. 1050/442-1115/509) succeeded in arousing wide- 
spread popular enthusiasm for the venture: 

It was an age of visions: and Peter was thought to be a visionary. 
Medieval man was convinced that the Second Coming was at 
hand. He must repent while yet there was time and must go out 
and do good. The Church taught that sin could be expiated by 
pilgrimage and prophecies declared that the Holy Land must be 
recovered for the faith before Christ could come again. Further, 
to ignorant minds the distinction between Jerusalem and the 
New Jerusalem was not very clearly defined. Many of Peter's 
hearers believed that he was promising to lead them out of their 
present miseries to the land flowing with milk and honey of 
which the scriptures spoke. The journey would be hard; there 
were the legions of Antichrist to be overcome. But the goal was 
Jerusalem the golden. 12 

The appearance of a shower of meteorites in the sky earlier in 1095/488 
also added to the atmosphere of expectation and enthusiasm. 

In 1096/489, therefore, five armies, together numbering perhaps 50- 
60,000 men, set off from different parts of Western Europe to Jerusa- 
lem, with the intention of assembling at Constantinople. They had 
been preceded, however, by perhaps 20,000 men and women who had 
been inspired by the preaching of Peter the Hermit and who made up 
the so-called People's Expedition. 13 This expedition ended ignomi- 
niously in the autumn of 1096/489, with the loss of many thousands 
of lives, but the main body of the First Crusade enjoyed spectacular 
success, crossing into Asia Minor in 1097/490, capturing the city of 
Antioch in Syria after a nine- month-long siege in the summer of 1098/ 
491, and then successfully capturing Jerusalem on 15 July 1099/22 
Sha'ban 492. The governor of the city and some of his defeated garrison 
were given a safe-conduct out of the city, but other members of the 
garrison, the entire civilian Muslim population of the city, and the 
entire Jewish community, which had fled to its chief synagogue, were 
massacred. Perhaps 40,000 Muslims were massacred by the Crusaders 
in two days, and one eye-witness, Raymond of Aguilers, wrote that 
when he went to visit the Temple area of Jerusalem he had to pick his 
way through corpses and blood which reached up to his knees. 14 

Most of the Christian population of the city had been expelled from 
the city beforehand by the governor, who feared treachery, but some 
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had remained, particularly the priests of the different Eastern churches 
who officiated at the liturgy in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. The 
Crusaders expelled them from the church, however, thus making clear 
their intention that Jerusalem was to become not only a Christian city 
but also a Western or Latin Christian city. Runciman comments on the 
events which followed the Crusaders' capture of the city as follows: 

The massacre at Jerusalem profoundly impressed all the world. 
No one can say how many victims it involved; but it emptied 
Jerusalem of its Moslem and Jewish inhabitants. Many even of 
the Christians were horrified by what had been done,- and 
amongst the Moslems, who had been ready hitherto to accept 
the Franks as another factor in the tangled politics of the time, 
there was henceforward a clear determination that the Franks 
must be driven out. It was this bloodthirsty proof of Christian 
fanaticism that recreated the fanaticism of Islam. When, later, 
wiser Latins in the East sought to find some basis on which 
Christian and Moslem could work together, the memory of the 
massacre stood always in their way. 15 

Whatever its legacy, the capture of Jerusalem in 1099/492 was 
undoubtedly an astounding military feat. For the Crusaders to have 
marched several thousand miles from north-western Europe, endured 
considerable hardship during a number of sieges in Syria, and then to 
achieve their goal of reconquering Jerusalem was, if nothing else, a 
great tribute to their tenacity. Having achieved their ambition, how- 
ever, the Crusaders had to retain what they had conquered, and very 
quickly a number of difficulties emerged which would make that 
ambition hard to realise. Prominent among these were divisions 
among their leaders, as a result of both differences of national back- 
ground and individual ambition, the climate, which was very different 
from what most Crusaders were used to and which therefore caused a 
high mortality rate, and the difficult issue of how to relate to the local 
population, Jewish, Eastern Christian, and Muslim. Some Crusaders 
sought to pursue a policy of zealous separatism, but others were ready 
to inter- marry with the local population, a policy which always ran the 
risk of assimilation. 

Fights therefore broke out among the Crusaders, with alliances being 
formed between some Crusaders and some locals against other Cru- 
saders and other locals. In the pleasing aphorism of J. T. Addison, 'Most 
of the time nobody was fighting, and at no time was everybody fight- 
ing.' 16 But even if fighting was not constant, the Crusaders experienced 
a more or less constant war of attrition as regards their supplies, and 
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were in constant need of numerical reinforcement. In addition, the four 
crusading states which were established in the aftermath of the First 
Crusade - the County of Edessa, the Principality of Antioch, the 
County of Tripoli, and the Kingdom of Jerusalem - with the exception 
of the first, were all coastal states, vulnerable to pressure from the 
Muslim states further inland, and what had made the conquest of the 
coastal areas so relatively easy was Muslim disunity and the absence of 
any real control of the coast by the inland states, based at Aleppo and 
Damascus. Attempts were made by the Crusaders to take over those 
cities, but they never succeeded: an opportunity to take possession of 
Aleppo in 1127/521, during a period of chaos in the city arising partly 
from the activities of the Assassins, a small but deadly extreme Shi'i 
Muslim sect, was squandered by rivalry between the Prince of Antioch 
and the Count of Edessa, and an attempt to take advantage of a 
similarly unsettled situation in Damascus in 1 129/523 failed because 
of some Crusaders' preference for booty over systematic campaign- 
mg. 17 

The tide therefore began to turn against the Crusaders. In 1144/539 
the Turkish amir Zengi captured Edessa, depriving the Crusaders of 
the one inland city they had managed to control. In response to this a 
Second Crusade was preached in Europe, with Bernard of Clairvaux 
calling for people to take up the cross at Vezelay in Burgundy in 
1146/540. For modern Christian sensibilities it may seem paradoxical 
to learn of Bernard, the contemplative mystic with his great stress on 
God's infinite love and mercy, and the author of such famous 
Christian hymns about Jesus as 'O sacred head sore wounded', 'Jesus, 
thou joy of loving hearts', and 'Jesus, the very thought of thee', 
preaching the Crusade, but it is important to remember that in the 
view of the day crusading was itself understood as being an act of 
love, and this view at least makes Bernard's involvement intellec- 
tually consistent. 18 It is also significant that Runciman is able to 
preface every chapter of his three-volume History of the Crusades 
with a Biblical quotation, which shows the extent to which the 
whole programme of the Crusades could be seen as compatible with 
scriptural teaching. 

Bernard's preaching secured the participation in the Second Crusade 
of both King Louis VH of France (1 137/531-1 180/576) and the German 
emperor Conrad III (1138/532-1152/547), but Conrad lost nine-tenths 
of his men in Asia Minor, and the Crusade's attack on Damascus in 
1148/543 failed. And in 1154/549, when Damascus was annexed by 
Nur al-din, the son of Zengi and ruler of Aleppo, the crusading states' 
eastern frontier for the first time bordered onto a single and united 
Muslim state. 
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In 1187/583 real disaster for the Crusaders ensued, when the Kurd 
Salah al-din (Saladin), who had united Syria and Egypt under his rule, 
invaded Palestine and crushed the Crusaders' army at the battle of 
Hattin (or Hittin), near the Sea of Galilee. Salah al-din was chivalrous in 
victory, offering Guy de Lusignan, the king of Jerusalem, a goblet of 
rose-water, iced with snow from Mount Hermon, when he surren- 
dered. 19 But he was not so kind to some others such as Raymond of 
Chatillon, who was considered guilty of treachery and whom he 
therefore decapitated himself, and the members of the Military Orders, 
the Templars and the Hospitallers, who were all slain except for the 
Grand Master of the Temple. 

Over the next few months Salah al-din gradually extended his 
control over most of Palestine, and in October 1187/Rajab 583 Jeru- 
salem surrendered. Runciman comments: 

The victors were correct and humane. Where the Franks, eighty- 
eight years before, had waded through the blood of their victims, 
not a building now was looted, not a person injured. By Saladin's 
orders guards patrolled the streets and the gates, preventing any 
outrage on the Christians. 20 

The cross which had been placed on top of the Dome of the Rock was 
removed, however, and Muslim worship was restored in that building 
and also in the al-Aqsa mosque, but Christian pilgrimage to the Church 
of the Holy Sepulchre continued to be permitted, on payment of a fee. 
Of the whole of the Kingdom of Jerusalem, only Tyre remained in 
Crusader hands. 

Again a Crusade was preached in Europe: this time the kings of 
France, Germany and England promised to take part, but the German 
Emperor Frederick Barbarossa (1152/547-1190/1586) drowned in Asia 
Minor, and Philip II (Augustus) of France (1180/576-1223/620) and 
Richard I (the Lionheart) of England (1189/585-1199/595) quarrelled; 
and although Richard seized Cyprus from the Byzantines, and Acre and 
several other coastal ports were reconquered from the Muslims, little 
else was achieved. 

During the course of the next century, the tide of power ebbed 
backwards and forwards to some extent. In 1229/626, the Holy Roman 
Emperor Frederick II (1211/608-1250/648), who was also the ruler of 
Sicily, succeeded in negotiating the return of Jerusalem and Bethlehem 
to Crusader control, with the Dome of the Rock and the al-Aqsa 
mosque remaining in Muslim hands. Frederick himself entered Jer- 
usalem, even visiting the Muslim places of worship, but the arrange- 
ment made by him lasted for only ten years and then Muslim control 
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over the city was re-established. The coming of the Mongols from 
central Asia raised Crusader hopes of relief from Muslim pressure, but 
the defeat of their Syrian invasion by the Mamluks at Ain Jalut (The 
Spring of Goliath) near Nazareth in 1260/658 meant that there was no 
relief and eventually, in 1291/690, Acre, the last crusading outpost in 
Palestine, fell to the Mamluks. One small Christian enclave, at Gibe- 
let, known in ancient times as Byblos, and today as Jubail (in the 
Lebanon), held out till 1302/701, but its fall represented the end of any 
crusading presence in Asia. 

The real centre of crusading action had in fact already moved else- 
where. In 1204/600, encouraged by the Venetians, the Fourth Crusade 
had not gone to Palestine at all but had instead sacked Constantinople, 
the capital of the Eastern Christian Empire: 

The sack of Constantinople is unparalleled in history. For nine 
centuries the great city had been the capital of Christian 
civilization . . . But the Frenchmen and the Flemings were filled 
with a lust for destruction . . . Neither monasteries nor churches 
nor libraries were spared . . . Wounded women and children lay 
dying in the streets. For three days the ghastly scenes of pillage 
and bloodshed continued, till the huge and beautiful city was a 
shambles. Even the Saracens would have been more merciful, 
cried the historian Nicetas, and with truth. 21 

Then the Fifth Crusade, of 1217/614 to 1221/618, opened a new 
military front in Egypt, capturing Damietta in 1219/616, but they 
were compelled to withdraw two years later. The Sixth Crusade, in 
1249-50/647-8, under the leadership of King Louis IX (the Pious) of 
France (1226/623-1270/669), adopted the same approach and was 
compelled to surrender and pay a ransom in order to be released. 
And in 1270/668 Louis launched another Crusade, this time to Tunis, 
but this too was defeated, with Louis himself dying just outside Tunis. 
North Africa was the focus of several Crusades over the succeeding 
centuries, with Holy Roman Emperor Charles V (1519/925-1556/963) 
leading one against Tunis in 1535/942, but increasingly, from the 
thirteenth/seventh century onwards, the Crusades began to become 
campaigns either for the expansion of Christendom in such places as 
Spain and the Baltic, or for the consolidation of Christendom against 
internal heretics such as the Cathars in France and later the Hussites in 
Bohemia. 22 

Stephen Runciman's conclusion on the whole crusading movement 
puts the whole movement into perspective: 
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The triumphs of the Crusade were the triumphs of faith. But faith 
without wisdom is a dangerous thing ... In the long sequence of 
interaction and fusion between Orient and Occident out of 
which our civilization has grown, the Crusades were a tragic 
and destructive episode . . . There was so much courage and so 
little honour, so much devotion and so little understanding. High 
ideals were besmirched by cruelty and greed, enterprise and 
endurance by a blind and narrow self-righteousness; and the 
Holy War itself was nothing more than a long act of intolerance 
in the name of God, which is the sin against the Holy Ghost. 23 

What is absolutely clear is that even modern Westerners continue to 
see the Crusades as positive examples of heroic and self-sacrificial 
enthusiasm for a good cause, as seen in the tendency of some British 
politicians at the end of the second millennium of Christian history to 
talk of crusades to do such noble things as eradicate poverty, raise 
educational standards and the like. The Muslim perception of the 
movement is utterly different, to the extent that the editors of the 
modern reference work, The Encyclopaedia of Religion, concluded 
that for the Crusades, uniquely, it was necessary to have two articles, 
one written on the Christian perspective and the other on the Muslim 

24 

perspective. 

Contemporary Muslim reactions varied from puzzlement to horror. 
Amin Maalouf, a Lebanese journalist, in his account of Arab reactions 
to the Crusades, tells of how, according to the Frankish chronicler 
Radulph of Caen, the Crusaders resorted to cannibalism after their 
capture of Ma'arrat al-Nu man in Syria in 1098/492, the report reading: 
'our troops boiled pagan adults in cooking-pots; they impaled children 
on spits and devoured them grilled'. 25 The commanders of the expedi- 
tion themselves referred to this incident in a letter to the Pope in the 
following year, stating: A terrible famine racked the army in Ma'arra, 
and placed it in the cruel necessity of feeding itself upon the bodies of 
the Saracens.' 26 This account served as an introduction to a recent BBC 
television series on the Crusades, and was referred to in the first 
paragraph of the accompanying book to illustrate what was almost 
the motto of the series and the book, the saying of the eleventh-fifth- 
century poet Abu 1-Ala al-Ma arrl (973/363-1057/449), who happened 
to come from Ma'arrat al-Nu man, though he died over half a century 
before the Crusaders arrived: 

The world is divided into two sects: 

Those with religion but no brains 

And those with brains but no religion. 27 
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Some time later, in the account of the times by Usama ibn Munqidh 
(1095/488-1188/584), the ruler of the neighbouring town of Shaizar, 
who was born in the same year that the Crusade was first proclaimed, a 
considerable element of astonishment is evident as he describes some 
of the actions of the Crusaders. In particular Usama is horrified by two 
examples of Frankish medicine: in the first, a knight who has an 
abscess on his leg dies on the spot when a Frankish doctor resorts 
to amputation with an axe, and in the second, a woman suffering from 
some kind of mental disorder dies when an incision is made in her head 
and salt is rubbed in the exposed skull bone. He is also appalled by two 
examples of Frankish justice, one in which a dispute is settled by a duel 
and the other in which a case is settled by the ordeal of water, where an 
accused man is thrown with his arms bound into a cask of holy water, 
on the assumption that if he were guilty the water would not accept 
him. Usama records that: 'This man did his best to sink when they 
dropped him into the water, but he could not do it. So he had to submit 
to their sentence against him.' 28 Usama is also fair-minded enough to 
tell of two other instances, involving the treatment of infection and 
scrofula, where Frankish medicine worked, but in neither of these 
instances were the Islamic alternatives life-threatening. 29 

The Crusades have therefore left a powerful legacy of mistrust in the 
Arab world and throughout the Muslim world, and the crusading era is 
not forgotten. The exploits of Salah al-din still recounted, for example, 
in the cafes of Damascus, and the Arabic term used for 'Crusader', 
Salibi, literally 'Crosser' or one who bears the cross, serves to reinforce 
the already well-established Muslim suspicion of the symbol of the 
Cross, going back to its use as a symbol of Byzantine power. 

More sober historical judgements suggest that the legacy of the 
Crusades can be seen in six different aspects: among Muslims the 
Crusades firstly left a lasting suspicion of Western Christians, as we 
have already seen; they also helped to provoke the revival of Muslim 
expansion, with Runciman commenting wryly: 

The Crusades were launched to save Eastern Christendom from 
the Moslems. When they ended the whole of Eastern Christen- 
dom was under Moslem rule. When Pope Urban preached his 
great sermon at Clermont the Turks seemed about to threaten 
the Bosphorus. When Pope Pius II preached the last Crusade the 
Turks were crossing the Danube. 30 

Thirdly, the Crusades resulted, paradoxically, in producing among 
Muslims a greater emphasis on Jerusalem as the third Holy Place of 
Islam. Among Christians, the Crusades contributed to a worsening of 
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the position of Christians under Muslim rule, given that they were 
increasingly distrusted as a potential fifth column,- at the same time 
they also furthered the course of the involvement of the Western 
Church in the Middle East, as seen in the decision of the Maronite 
Church in the Lebanon in 1180/576 to submit to papal authority in 
Rome,- and they also contributed, to some extent, to the development 
of contacts on different levels between the Muslim world and Western 
Europe. 31 

ALTERNATIVE PERCEPTIONS OF ISLAM 

So far, we have looked at the rather negative perceptions of Islam 
which grew up in Western Europe during the medieval period, which 
began with the Spanish Martyrs' Movement, and remained the funda- 
mental substratum of most Western Christian perceptions of Islam 
during these centuries, thus forming part of the background to the 
Crusades. It would not be true to say, however, that these had the field 
all to themselves - there were other views which emerged in the 
second half of the Middle Ages, and to these we now turn. 

Prior to the early years of the twelfth/sixth century, Western Europe 
had what R. W. Southern suggests might almost be called a fantasy 
view of Islam: '[T]he productions of this time . . . belong less to the 
history of Western thought about Islam than to the history of the 
Western imagination.' 32 Muhammad himself, for example, was pre- 
sented as an epileptic who was sexually licentious and used the 
permission of sexual licence to undermine Christendom. He was a 
magician who had destroyed the Christian church in Africa, and he had 
been killed by pigs during one of his fits. And Muslims, as portrayed in 
The Song of Roland and other chansons de geste literature, were 
idolaters who worshipped the three gods of Mahound, Apollyon, and 
Termagent (i.e. Muhammad, Apollo, and a divinity whose identity is 
not at all clear). 33 

Much of this material was based on earlier Byzantine polemical 
literature such as that of Nicetas, which we have examined above, with 
a fair amount of speculative material added in the Western context, but 
during the twelfth/sixth century the ignorance which the earlier views 
essentially express begins to be supplemented by something much 
more reasonable. Just to take three examples of those referred to by 
Southern, somewhere between 1 106/499 and 1 1 10/503, Petrus Alfonsi, 
a Spanish few who had converted to Christianity, composed a Dialogue 
between a Christian and a Jew which Southern describes as 'the earliest 
account of Mahomet and his religion which has any objective value' 
and 'the account and criticism of the Moslem faith . . . [which] ... is by 
far the best informed and most rational statement of the case in the 



92 



THE MEDIEVAL PERIOD II: THE WEST 

twelfth century, and one of the best in the whole Middle Ages.' 34 N. 
Daniel wrote that 'it is careful to separate the factual element from the 
critical', and he adds that it is this feature which distinguishes the 
work from the Apology of al-Kindi. 35 Then in around 1120/514 Wil- 
liam of Malmesbury observed that Islam was not idolatrous and pagan 
but monotheistic, and also that Muhammad was regarded not as God 
in Islam but as the prophet of God. Finally, in Germany, sometime 
between 1143/538 and 1146/541, the chronicler Otto of Freising ob- 
served that the Muslims worship one God, and that they respect Christ 
and his apostles, and that they are therefore wrong in only one thing, 
namely in their denial that Jesus Christ is God or the Son of God and in 
their veneration of Muhammad as the prophet of the supreme God. 36 

By far the greatest contribution to this reappraisal of Islam, however, 
was inspired by Peter the Venerable (c. 1092/485-1156/551), the abbot 
of the great monastery of Cluny in Burgundy. Peter was a friend of 
Bernard of Clairvaux, yet had a rather different understanding of 
Christianity from Bernard, and one of the many ways in which this 
manifested itself was in his approach to Islam. Out of loyalty he did not 
oppose the Crusades, but he did propose an alternative, namely to 
study the religion of Islam comprehensively and from its own sources. 
This involved undertaking a comprehensive translation programme in 
order to make Muslim material accessible, and Peter was heavily 
involved in setting this up, although much of the work was done in 
Spain, especially in Toledo. In 1142/536 Peter himself travelled to 
Spain, and Kritzeck called this a 'momentous event in the intellectual 
history of Europe'. 37 

A number of works were translated as part of this project, including 
one on Islamic traditions from Adam to the Umayyad caliph Yazld I, 
two on Muhammad, and al-Kindi's Apology. By far the most important, 
however, was the first translation of the Qur'an into Latin, which was 
undertaken by Robert of Ketton and was completed in either June or 
July 1143/Dhu'l-Hijja 537. We know the date fairly precisely because 
the manuscript interestingly gives the date of completion according to 
four dating systems, 'the year of our Lord 1 143, the year of Alexander 
1403, the year of the Hijrah 537, the year of the Persians 511', and this 
enables the calculation to be made that it was completed between 16 
June, the start of Persian year 511, and 15 July, the start of the Muslim 
year 538. 38 This was 'a landmark in Islamic Studies. With this transla- 
tion, the West had for the first time an instrument for the serious study 
of Islam.' 39 

Peter himself then wrote two works on Islam, the Summa totius 
heresis Saracenorum (The Summary of the Entire Heresy of the 
Saracens), and the Liber contra sectam sive heresim Saracenorum 
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(The Refutation of the Sect or Heresy of the Saracens). Peter himself 
originally envisaged writing only the first of the two, which simply 
summarised Islamic doctrine, but when no-one else was willing to use 
his compendium to produce any refutation of Islamic doctrine, he 
himself produced a work of that kind. As the titles of the two works 
indicate clearly, like John of Damascus Peter essentially concluded 
that Islam should be regarded as a Christian heresy. 

In the first of the two works he therefore described Islam, outlining 
Islamic teaching concerning God, Christ, the Last Judgement, Mu- 
hammad (where Peter made his most serious error, suggesting that 
Muhammad's claim to prophethood postdated the first battles in 
which he was involved, so that it was the result of his desire for 
political power over his people), the Qur'an and its sources (Peter 
suggests that Satan sent a Nestorian monk Sergius and then Jewish 
influences became important later), Heaven, Hell, Moral Precepts, and 
the Spread of Islam. On the basis of this description Peter then explains 
his view that Islam should be seen as a Christian heresy, indeed as the 
summation of Christian heresies, yet also close to paganism in that it 
denies the sacramental system of the Christian church. He also 
suggests that Islam should be seen as part of a satanic scheme to harm 
the Christian church, so that the position of Muhammad is somewhere 
between that of Arius and that of the Antichrist, seeking as he did to 
eradicate faith in the incarnate God, but whereas Arius and Porphyry 
attempted to do that and failed, Muhammad succeeded, and Peter has 
no answer to the question of why he was allowed to succeed. This work 
has some errors in it, and some weaknesses, and Kritzeck comments 
that it has a rather superior tone, demonstrates fits of impatience, and 
contains frankly derogative adjectives, but nevertheless it marks a 
tremendous advance over what went before. 40 

It is clear that Peter took as the precedent for his works the patristic 
Christian model of the apologists and polemicists against the Christian 
heresies of that era. The task was thus to remedy the ignorance of his 
co-religionists and then refute the elements of Islam which Christians 
considered to be false, but Peter's views concerning how the second of 
those tasks was to be undertaken was unique to his age. Early on in his 
Refutation, he wrote: 

It seems strange, and perhaps it really is, that I, a man so very 
distant from you in place, speaking a different language, having a 
state of life separate from yours, a stranger to your customs and 
life, write from the far parts of the West to men who inhabit the 
lands of the East and South, and that I attack, by my utterance, 
those whom I have never seen, whom I shall perhaps never see. 
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But I do not attack you, as some of us often do, by arms, but by 
words, not by force, but by reason; not in hatred, but in love. 41 

The last sentence in particular of that statement of intent displays a 
very novel approach to the Muslims, and the two authorities for this 
attitude, he suggested, were Christ's love and human reason. Both the 
Bible and the Qur'an are quoted in support of his approach: the 
quotation from the Bible is 1 Peter 3:15, 'Always be prepared to make 
a defence to anyone who calls you to account for the faith that is in 
you, yet do it with gentleness and reverence', and the Qur'anic 
quotations are 3: 18-19, 3: 61, and 29: 46, all of which could be 
interpreted as discouraging conversation with non-Muslims, but Peter 
asks Muslims to give him a fair hearing. 42 He hopes, therefore, that 
what he describes as the 'close combat' which will take place will be 
carried out 'with peace . . . not with fury ; with reason, not with 
madness,- with tranquillity, not with iniquity'. 43 

During the course of the book, on several occasions, Peter makes it 
clear that he is calling Muslims to salvation: 'Loving, I write to you; 
writing, I invite you to salvation.' 44 'Hear, therefore, for the time is 
nigh, to what you have consecrated your souls, your bodies, and your 
death. Hear whether you have placed your hope in a safe place, whether 
you have believed in a salutary doctrine, or in a true prophet and 
messenger of God.' 45 He then discusses the Muslim accusation that 
the Christian scriptures, both Old and New Testaments, have been 
corrupted, demanding proof for the accusations, and the question of 
Muhammad's claim to prophethood, which he discusses by comparing 
his career with the career of Moses and many other Old Testament 
prophets,- he also draws a contrast between Muhammad's constant 
repetitions of his claims to prophethood and the humility of Amos and 
John the Baptist concerning their status. 46 The Qur'an is rejected. 
Peter's work is thus by no means anything other than a refutation, 
but Kritzeck suggests that it at least demonstrates fundamental good- 
will, as seen in Peter's readiness to share openly his disagreements with 
his fellow Christians, his willingness to employ Islamic terminology, 
and his recognition of the similarities between Christianity and Is- 
lam 47 

The work of Peter the Venerable thus broke new ground in setting 
out a more reasoned approach to Islam, not least through using its own 
sources rather than those which were the products of the hyperactive 
imagination of some earlier Western Christian writers. It thus laid the 
foundation for the work of such later figures as Roger Bacon (c. 1214/ 
611-1292/691) who, in a treatise composed between 1266/664 and 
1268/666 for Pope Clement IV, argued that in recent history Christen- 
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dom had been misguided in its aims, which were more concerned with 
domination than with conversion, and had relied on inadequate meth- 
ods; preaching, he suggested, was the only way to realise the expansion 
of Christendom in the future, and to that end languages had to be 
learnt, other beliefs had to be studied, and arguments had to be 
formulated in order to refute them. Bacon tried, without success, to 
motivate the Pope to encourage the learning of languages, but he 
himself produced an interesting scheme of six types of unbelief, each 
dominated by a different ultimate concern - pleasure, riches, honour, 
power, fame, or happiness in a future life - with Islam, he suggested, 
primarily seeking pleasure. He also formulated a programme for re- 
sponding to these systems of unbelief: neither war nor miracles 
suffices, he suggests, so reliance must be placed on philosophy, and 
here the irony is that the Muslims are better equipped than the 
Christians. Bacon thus breaks new ground in attributing to Islam a 
positive role in world history, seeing it as part of an upward movement 
towards unity and articulateness, rather than as an example of a falling 
away from truth and a preparation for the coming of the Antichrist. 48 

In the next century, in 1312/712, plans were made to establish the 
schools of languages called for by Bacon by the Council of Vienne: at 
the instigation of Raymond Lull (c. 1235/632-1316/716) schools of 
Arabic, Greek, Hebrew and Syriac were to be set up at Paris, Oxford, 
Bologna, Avignon, and Salamanca, but the plan never really came to 
anything. 49 Southern suggests that the decade from 1450/854-1460/ 
864, which witnessed the fall of Constantinople to the Ottoman Turks 
in 1453/857, also witnessed a flowering of optimism concerning the 
possibility of some kind of positive interaction with Islam, as seen 
especially in the writings of John of Segovia and Nicholas of Cusa who 
sought some kind of conference with Islam in order to address the 
outstanding issues between Christians and Muslims. In its day this 
idea came to nothing, but as we shall see later, it did at least serve as a 
useful precedent for interesting later developments. 50 

Peter the Venerable's achievement in producing a more subtle and 
reasoned interpretation of Islam certainly did not come to dominate 
Western Christian thinking, the main stream of which continued to be 
governed by a more antagonistic and apocalyptic model, but it did 
provide an alternative view which was influential in some circles at 
some stages, and it did therefore have some later influence. 

THE TRANSMISSION OF KNOWLEDGE 
FROM THE ISLAMIC WORLD TO THE WEST 

As has already been hinted above, one of the ironies of medieval 
Western history is that at the same time as the Crusades, with Peter 
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the Hermit, Bernard of Clairvaux and others preaching a message 
which was fundamentally against Islam, in some parts of Europe 
the era was one of lively cultural and intellectual exchange between 
Muslims and Christians. In some respects, indeed, the twelfth/sixth 
century in somewhere like Spain was a kind of mirror image of the 
ninth/third century in Baghdad, with an active translation movement 
making accessible works of philosophy and science to a new audience. 
Whereas in Baghdad, however, the translations were from Greek and 
Syriac into Arabic, in Spain they were from Arabic into Latin. 

R. W. Southern draws an interesting comparison between the levels 
of culture and learning in the medieval West and the world of Islam 
around the year 1000/390. He looks at two figures: the Christian 
Gerbert of Aurillac, born in France around 940/328, and the first 
Frenchman to be Pope (as Silvester II, from 999/389 until his death 
in 1003/393), and Ibn Sina/Avicenna, who was born in 979/369 in 
Bukhara and died in 1037/428. Both figures, Southern observes, were 
men of affairs who possessed passionate intellectual curiosity. In terms 
of the scholarly resources which were available to them, however, the 
contrast is staggering: the monastery and cathedral libraries accessible 
to Gerbert would have made available to him Porphyry's Introduction 
to Aristotle's logic and Boethius's translations and summaries of some 
of its parts, Boethius's handbooks on arithmetic, music, geometry, and 
astronomy, and some fragments of Greek medical knowledge. Ibn Sina, 
by contrast, had studied Porphyry's Introduction and other parts of 
logic, Euclid's Geometry, Ptolemy's Almagest, a whole library of 
Greek medicine, and some Indian arithmetic, as well as Muslim 
law, by the age of sixteen. Southern comments: 'Even if we allow 
for some element of exaggeration in the recollections of this youthful 
prodigy, the general picture of his resources is certainly not exagger- 
ated: the boy had at hand riches undreamt of at this time in western 
Europe.' 51 Ibn Sina also described the library of the Sultan of Bukhara, 
which had many rooms, each devoted to the study of a particular 
subject - language, poetry, law, logic, medicine and so on - and with a 
catalogue. There was no equivalent of this in Western Europe for 
something like half a millennium, until the end of the Middle Ages. 52 

In 1000/390, then, Europe was backward intellectually, politically 
weak and divided, and socially and economically primitive compared 
with the Muslim world. It is this fact, of course, which goes some way 
to explaining the fantastic interpretations of Islam that we have seen 
circulating in the West. In the eleventh/fifth century, and even more in 
the twelfth/sixth century, however, this imbalance begins to change, 
and it does so through the transmission of Greek thought to the West 
from the world of Islam. 
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There were two main locations in which this process took place; 
firstly Spain, and secondly Sicily. Spain was geographically part of 
Europe and was Latin-speaking, yet large parts of it were under Islamic 
rule, with most of the population still being Christian, and it was 
therefore on the frontier of the Christian and Muslim worlds. The 
Christian Reconquista began after 1002/392, when the Umayyad 
caliphate of Cordoba began to fragment, and in 1085/478 Toledo 
was captured by King Alfonso VI of Leon (1072/464-1 109/502). 53 It 
was in this setting that much of the translation from Arabic to Latin 
took place, and once works had been translated into that language they 
were able to circulate widely throughout Western Europe. We have 
seen how Peter the Venerable, in his attempt to obtain Islamic sources 
about Islam, himself travelled to Toledo in 1 142/536, and there he met 
scholars such as Robert of Ketton and Herman of Dalmatia who were 
active in providing translations for him, which were later assembled 
together as the so-called Toledan Collection. 54 And it was the Arch- 
bishop of Toledo, Raimundo, who occupied the see from 1125/519 to 
1151/546, who seems to have been instrumental in organising the 
school. 55 

The other prime location for the translation movement was Sicily. 
Conquered by Muslim invaders from Tunis from 827/212, who took 
over control from the Byzantines, Sicily also served as a base for raids 
on Italy, with Rome itself being threatened in 846/23 1 . But from the 
middle of the tenth/fourth century disputes broke out between differ- 
ent local rulers, and this gave the opportunity for Norman raiders from 
northern Europe to reconquer the island, which was accomplished 
between 1060/452 and 1072/464, when the last Arab stronghold, 
Palermo, was taken. 56 

In the years that followed, especially under Roger II (1 1 1 1/504-1 154/ 
549), Sicily functioned as a kind of cultural melting-pot, with court 
documents being issued in Latin, Greek and Arabic. Islamic culture 
still exerted a substantial influence, as seen in the fact that the great 
Arab geographer al-Idrisi (1 100/493-1 166/561 ) worked at his court, but 
there was also considerable Greek influence too. 57 Towards the end of 
the twelfth/sixth century, the line of Norman rulers came to an end, 
and Sicily was incorporated into the Holy Roman Empire. As a result of 
this, in the thirteenth/seventh century it was ruled by Frederick II 
(1215/612-1250/648); he and Roger II were described as 'the two 
baptized sultans of Sicily' because of the continuing influence of 
Islamic culture under their rule. 58 

In the process of transmission of knowledge from the Muslim world 
to Western Europe the role of Spain was undoubtedly greater than that 
of Sicily, but perhaps the most important individual translator in 
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Toledo, Gerard of Cremona 1114/508-1187/583, who translated over 
eighty works from Arabic to Latin, began his interest in translation in 
Italy. 59 

The works which were translated into Latin in these two centres 
included works of logic and philosophy, and works on science, med- 
icine, astronomy, geography, mathematics, physics, and politics. As 
well as the works of important Islamic figures such as al-Farabi, Ibn 
Sina, al-Ghazali and Ibn Rushd, the works of Greek authors such as 
Aristotle, Ptolemy, Euclid, Galen and Hippocrates became accessi- 
ble. 60 There was also a considerable literary impact, though this has 
sometimes been exaggerated. As regards literature of this type, we have 
seen already the importance of a work like The Song of Roland in 
influencing popular perceptions of Islam, and other literature of the 
chansons de geste type also fulfilled this function. Another example of 
a story which underwent a considerable amount of revision in the 
course of its transmission down the generations was the story of El Cid, 
a name which is derived from the Arabic al-sayyid (the lord), and was 
given to Rodrigo Diaz de Viva, a Castilian noble who quarrelled with 
his king, Alfonso VI, around 1081/474, offered his services to the 
Muslim ruler of Saragossa, and ended up as independent ruler of 
Valencia. Watt comments that despite his association with Muslim 
rulers at various points, later accounts of El Cid present him as an 
example of Christian heroism against the Muslims. 61 There is also the 
possibility that some of the ideals of romantic courtly love were 
transmitted from Muslim Spain across the Pyrenees to the troubadours 
of Provence. 62 

What is more certain, however, is that in at least two respects one 
institutional and one intellectual in the wider sense, Islamic culture 
had a major impact on late medieval Europe. Firstly, Islamic influence 
was crucial for the establishment in Western Europe of a new kind of 
institution, beginning in the twelfth/sixth century, namely the uni- 
versity. The idea of the university in the modern sense, that is, a place 
of learning where students congregate to study a variety of subjects 
under a variety of teachers, is generally recognised as being an Islamic 
innovation, going back to the establishment of al-Azhar in Cairo in 
969/358. Earlier institutions of learning such as those of the ancient 
Greeks tended to be centred on individual teachers, and it is therefore 
the idea of an institution with different faculties which represents the 
Islamic contribution towards the emergence of the university as a 
distinct institution. 

Five Western European universities trace their origins to the years 
before 1200/596, and their locations, when put alongside the dates of 
their foundation, provide some evidence that the idea developed in 
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those parts of Europe nearest to the world of Islam and then spread 
northwards from there. They are Bologna and Salerno in Italy, famous 
respectively for law and medicine, Montpellier and Paris in France, and 
Oxford in England. As with the question of the extent of the influence 
of Islamic models on the poetry of the troubadours, so with the 
universities the detail of exactly how much and in what ways Islamic 
institutions were influential is not absolutely clear, but in two large 
books George Makdisi has shown that there is considerable influence 
in at least some respects. He gives a number of examples: the fact that 
we still talk of professors holding the 'Chair' of their subject is based on 
the traditional Islamic pattern of teaching where the professor sits on a 
chair and the students sit around him. The term 'academic circles' has 
the same origin, since the students sat in a circle around their pro- 
fessor. Terms such as having 'fellows', 'reading' a subject, and obtain- 
ing 'degrees', can all be traced back to Islamic concepts, Makdisi 
suggests, the precedents being respectively the Arabic terms ashdb 
(companions, as of the prophet Muhammad), qaida (reading aloud the 
Qur'an), and ijdza (licence to teach). 63 And practices such as delivering 
inaugural lectures, wearing academic robes, obtaining doctorates by 
defending a thesis, and even the idea of academic freedom are also 
modelled on Islamic custom. 64 In his first book Makdisi lists eighteen 
parallels of terminology which indicate at least some influence of 
Islamic institutions on western ones. 65 And Islamic influence was 
certainly discernible in the foundation of the first deliberately planned 
university, that of Naples, founded by Frederick II (1215/612-1250/ 
648), in 1224/621. 66 

Makdisi is careful not to overstate his case, noting, for example, that 
in the legal sense of a corporation, Western universities owe nothing to 
the world of Islam because such a concept does not exist in Islamic law ; 
the original meaning of the word universitas was thus simply com- 
munity or guild. It is therefore the colleges, as they evolved first in 
Paris and then in universities like Oxford and Cambridge, which are 
based on the Islamic model of the waqf (charitable endowment), and 
show the real traces of Islamic influence. 67 And carrying the story 
forwards to the modern development of universities, Makdisi con- 
cludes: 

From 'borrower' in the Middle Ages, the West became 'lender' in 
modern times, lending to Islam what the latter had long for- 
gotten as its own home-grown product when it borrowed the 
university system replete with Islamic elements. Thus not only 
have East and West 'met'; they have acted, reacted and inter- 
acted, in the past, as in the present, and, with mutual under - 
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standing and goodwill, may well continue to do so far into the 
future with benefit to both sides. 68 

The other undoubted aspect of major Islamic influence on medieval 
Western Europe is its impact on the wider intellectual renaissance 
which began in the twelfth/sixth century and gathered pace thereafter. 
This was in part a legacy of the translation movement, especially in 
Spain, which we have already looked at in connection with Peter the 
Venerable's efforts to gather more accurate information about Islam, 
but it was more particularly a result of the translations which were 
made of works in the field of philosophy, both original Greek works 
and Islamic commentaries on them. 

It was through the medium of Spain, therefore, that Western Europe 
became aware once again of many of the works of Aristotle, and also of 
the contribution to philosophical thinking of such great Islamic thin- 
kers as al-Farabi (870/256-950/339), Ibn Sina (979/369-1037/428), and 
Ibn Rushd (1126/520-1198/595). Ironically, because of a coincidence 
involving which of his works were translated, al-Ghazali (1058/450- 
1111/505), who was known in the Muslim world as a vigorous oppo- 
nent of philosophy on the strength of his tahdfut al-faldsifa (The 
Incoherence of the Philosophers), in the West gained a reputation as 
a philosopher because of his maqdsid al-faldsifa (The Aims of the 
Philosophers), in which he summarised the views of the philosophers 
so scrupulously fairly that Westerners simply assumed that he must 
have been one himself. 69 

The translations, once made in Spain by such figures as John of 
Seville and Dominic Gundisalvus between 1130/524 and 1153/548, 
Gerard of Cremona between 1160/555 and 1187/583, and Mark of 
Toledo between 1200/596 and 1230/627, began to cause considerable 
intellectual ferment in Europe as a whole. 70 Perhaps most provocative 
of controversy was the work of Ibn Rushd. Cordoba, where Ibn Rushd 
was born, was in the early years of the twelfth/sixth century a city 
which exemplified what was later called convivencia (co-existence). 71 
Cordoba was also the birthplace of the great Jewish philosopher Moses 
Maimonides in 1135/529. But the coming to power of the Almohad 
dynasty (the Muwahiddun, literally Unitarians), in the 1140s/540s, 
threatened this tolerance: Maimonides, as a young boy, was taken to 
Morocco by his father, and he and his family were obliged to convert 
outwardly to Islam, and Ibn Rushd too found himself under suspicion 
because of some of his philosophical views. Towards the end of his life, 
after 1195/591, indeed, he was obliged to appear before a tribunal in 
Cordoba; there his doctrine was anathematised, and edicts were issued 
that his philosophical works should be burnt rather than studied, and 
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although these edicts were repealed shortly before his death they 
testify to the extent to which Ibn Rushd's views were suspect to some 
Muslims. 

The main reason for this was his enthusiasm for Aristotle. He was 
accused by a later Spanish Muslim philosopher, Ibn Sab'in (d. 1270/ 
669), of agreeing with Aristotle even if he had heard him saying that 
someone can be sitting and standing at the same time; and it was 
certainly under Aristotle's influence that he suggested that the phy- 
sical matter of the universe was eternal, a view which challenged any 
idea of creation ex nihilo, and that after death, rather than enjoying 
bodily resurrection, the human intellect would be absorbed into the 
Active Intellect. Ibn Rushd, in other words, was here suggesting that 
philosophy and reason had equal authority with revelation and scrip- 
ture, and this was not acceptable to the majority of his co-religionists. 

When Ibn Rushd's works were translated into other languages, not 
surprisingly controversy also followed. Maimonides followed Ibn 
Rushd's views closely in many respects, and when after his death 
his works were translated into Hebrew, some Jewish scholars in the 
south of France sought to prevent the study of his works, arguing that 
they were a threat to Judaism and to rabbinical learning. And when 
they were translated into Latin, they also caused a controversy which 
was centred on the University of Paris in the 1260s/660s. There Siger of 
Brabant (1240/637-1281/680) put forward many of Ibn Rushd's opi- 
nions, acquiring a reputation as an Averroist (Averroes being the Latin 
name for Ibn Rushd) 'who would not compromise Aristotelian teach- 
ings for the sake of Christian doctrine'. 72 He thus argued for the 
eternity of the world and the unity of the human intellect, but he 
was opposed in this by perhaps the greatest Christian theologian of the 
medieval - or indeed any - age, Thomas Aquinas (c. 1225/622-1274/ 
672), who while greatly admiring Aristotle also insisted that there was 
a supernatural world beyond creation which could be known only by 
revelation and not by reason alone. Aquinas therefore insisted on the 
reality of the individual intellect, and on the primacy of revelation over 
reason, of grace over nature. Some of Siger's works were condemned in 
1270/669, and there was a much more comprehensive condemnation 
in 1277/676; some of Aquinas's opinions were also condemned in that 
year, but in 1323/723 Aquinas was canonised and the condemnations 
of his views were withdrawn. 73 

Aquinas thus demonstrates both the extent and the limitations of 
Islamic influence on European Christian thinking in the thirteenth/ 
seventh century. Himself born in southern Italy, at Roccasecca, near 
Naples, he studied liberal arts at the new University of Naples before 
moving to Paris to study theology. There, at around the age of thirty, he 
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composed a short work which encapsulates many of the fundamental 
ideas which he elaborated in much more detail in later works. The De 
ente et essentia (On Being and Essence) begins as follows: 

Because a small error at the outset ends by being great, according 
to the Philosopher in On the Heavens 1, and because being and 
essence are what intellect first conceives, as Avicenna says in the 
beginning of his Metaphysics, therefore, lest ignorance of them 
give occasion for error, and in order to lay open the difficulty 
concerning them, it should be said what 'essence' and 'being' 
mean, how they are found in different things, and how they are 
related to logical intentions, namely, genus, species and differ - 

74 

ence. 

In his first sentence, therefore, Aquinas refers explicitly to two figures 
who are for him authoritative - Aristotle ('the Philosopher'), and the 
Islamic philosopher Ibn Sina (whose Latin name was Avicenna). Some 
of the fundamental building blocks of Aquinas's thought are therefore 
quite openly based on Greek and Islamic thought. On the other hand 
Aquinas argued powerfully against other aspects of both Greek and 
Islamic philosophy, particularly some aspects of Aristotle's thought as 
mediated by Ibn Rushd, and he also composed, between 1261/659 and 
1264/662, the Summa contra Gentiles (Summary against the Gentiles), 
a four-volume work whose purpose was to make the truth of the 
Catholic faith manifest to those who did not hold it. He had Muslims 
particularly in mind here, since the work was written primarily for 
fellow-members of the Dominican order who were active in the 
Muslim world, and it stands, therefore, very much in the tradition 
of the apologetic works of Peter the Venerable. 75 

Aquinas's work therefore enjoys a kind of ambivalent relationship 
with Islamic thought, but even if Western Christian thought reacted 
against, as well as absorbed, Islamic ideas, the extent of Islamic 
influence cannot be denied. This can be seen in other fields such as 
mathematics, and also in the vocabulary of many European languages: 
not for nothing are the numerals which are used today in the West 
known as Arabic numerals, since they were transmitted to Europe 
from the world of Islam, even if their origin actually lies even further to 
the East, in India; and the use of the zero sign in particular made 
possible huge advances in numerical calculations as compared with 
what was possible in the Roman place value system. 76 And it is 
reckoned that some 600 words in the English language derive from 
Arabic, including scientific and military words, and words referring to 
luxury or food items. 77 
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It was because of all this influence that the Italian poet Dante (1265/ 
663-1321/721), in his Divine Comedy, a work which was itself, 
according to one scholar's theory, influenced by Islamic models, 
particularly the risdlat al-ghufran (Epistle of Pardon) of Abu 1-Ala 
al-Ma c arri, placed three Muslim figures in Limbo, the uppermost circle 
of Hell, among the unbaptised but virtuous pagans. 78 There, along with 
figures from the Old Testament - Abel, Noah, Moses, David, Abraham, 
Israel, Rachel and others - and many of the great figures of classical 
antiquity - Electra, Hector, Aeneas, Caesar, Camilla, Penthesilia, 
Latinus, Lavinia, Brutus, Marcia, Cornelia, Julia and Lucrece - is 
Saladin,- and then in the philosophic band, alongside Aristotle, So- 
crates, Plato, Diogenes, Thales, Zeno, Democritus, Empedocles, Ana- 
xagoras, Heraclitus, Dioscorides, Tully, Orpheus, Linus, Seneca, 
Euclid, Ptolemy, Galen and Hippocrates, are Avicenna and Averroes. 79 
Muhammad, it is true, with his cousin and son-in-law c Ali, is much 
lower in Hell, among the Sowers of Discord, but so too is Absalom, 
because of his treachery against his father David. 80 

It was in the same spirit of pointing to the unity of knowledge that, in 
art, Michelangelo (1475/880-1564/971), on the ceiling of the Sistine 
Chapel in Rome, located among the figures who are presented as 
prophesying the coming of Christ (alongside many figures from the 
Old Testament), a Persian Sibyl, along with an Erythraean Sibyl, a 
Cumaean Sibyl, and a Libyan Sibyl. 81 For the same reason too, Raphael 
(1483/888-1520/926), in his The School of Athens, alongside the Greek 
masters, puts not only Zoroaster, who was at least a contemporary of 
most of the other figures portrayed, engaged in discussion with Ptol- 
emy and Euclid, but also Averroes (Ibn Rushd), looking eagerly over the 
shoulder of Pythagoras, and the only non-ancient figure in the whole 
picture. 82 Therefore, for all the violence and antagonism between 
Western Christendom and the world of Islam in the Middle Ages on 
some levels and in some regions, on other levels and in other places 
there was a much more positive and mutually beneficial interaction. 
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The Changing Balance of Power: 
Mission and Imperialism* 

THE GROWTH OF EUROPEAN POWER 

It is commonly stated that the last decade of the fifteenth century /the 
years either side of a h 900 represented a crucial change in the balance of 
power between the Christian and Muslim worlds. In 1492/897, the last 
Muslim state in Spain, the Nasrid kingdom of Granada, fell to Ferdinand 
and Isabella, the so-called 'Catholic monarchs'. The same year wit- 
nessed the European discovery of the Americas on behalf of the Spanish 
crown by Christopher Columbus, but perhaps even more significant for 
Christian-Muslim relations was Vasco da Gama's sailing round the 
Cape of Good Hope and into the Indian Ocean on behalf of the Portugese 
in 1 497/903 . This made possible for the first time direct contact between 
Europe and Asia, without the need for European travellers and traders to 
pass through the Muslim world en route for Asia, and brought about a 
very important psychological change: whereas previously Europe had 
felt itself to be surrounded by the Muslim world, increasingly, as 
European travellers voyaged further and further across the oceans, that 
situation was reversed, and the Muslim world began to feel increasingly 
surrounded by European influence. 

Significant as the events of that decade are with hindsight, however, 
they did not necessarily appear quite so significant at the time. The 
Crusades, which have sometimes been described as the first stage of 
European expansion, had of course ultimately failed in their bid to 
secure control of Palestine. 1 And at the same time as the voyages of 
discovery were being launched from Western European ports, Eastern 
Europe was feeling increasingly vulnerable to Muslim expansion of a 
more traditional kind, namely conquest by the land armies of the 
Ottoman Turks. In 1354/755 Ottoman armies had crossed into Europe 
for the first time. In 1361/762 Edirne (Adrianople) surrendered, and in 
1389/79, in a battle which continues to have very important reso- 
nances today, Serbian Prince Lazar met Ottoman Sultan Murad I (1360/ 
761-1389/791 ) at the battle of Kosovo (or Kosovo Polje), a few miles to 
the north-west of Pristina. A recent historian of Kosovo, Noel Mal- 
colm, comments on the battle as follows: 

The few things that are known with real certainty about this 
battle can be stated in very few words. The fighting was intense, 
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and there were heavy losses on both sides. Both Lazar and Murat 
were killed. At the end of the battle the Turks were left in 
possession of the field . . . Everything else about the battle of 
Kosovo is uncertain: who took part, how large the armies were, 
what the order of battle was, what the key turning-points in the 
fighting may have been, how and when Lazar and Murat met 
their deaths, and whether, in the end, it should be characterized 
as a victory or a draw. 2 

Whatever the immediate result of the battle, however, there is little 
doubt about its long-term legacy. On the one hand 

the Turks . . . had indeed lost a vast number of troops, but they 
had many more in the east and were able in the following years to 
return and raid, and continue their successful push into the 
Balkans. The Serbs were left with too few men to resist success- 
fully, and although they did not lose the battle, they lost the war 
over the next two to three years because they could no longer 
resist the Turks effectively,- and their losses at Kosovo were, of 
course, the main reason why they had so few men left to defend 
Serbia. 3 

A Christian counter-attack involving Crusaders from all over Wes- 
tern Europe under the command of King Sigismund of Hungary was 
defeated at the battle of Nicopolis on the Danube in 1396/798, and 
the Ottomans eventually went on to become masters of the Bal- 
kans. 

On the other hand, a powerful myth about the battle developed 
among the Serbs, which remains influential today: 

A feeling of despair permeated Lazar's lands after the prince's 
death and, conscious of the need to combat pessimism in Serbia 
and create hope for a bright future, the monastic authors of the 
day wrote eulogies and sermons in praise of Lazar in which they 
interpreted the events of the time for their own contemporaries. 
They portrayed Lazar as God's favoured servant and the Serbian 
people as the chosen people of the New Testament - the 'new 
Israel'. Like the Hebrews in Babylonian captivity they would be 
led out of slavery to freedom. According to accounts in epics, 
Lazar dreamed on the eve of the battle that he was offered either a 
heavenly or an earthly kingdom, and being a man of his time, he 
chose the heavenly one. 4 
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Lazar himself therefore came to be regarded as a martyr, and in later 
Serbian thought the view emerged that the whole Serb people were also 
to be seen as martyrs. In this respect comparisons can perhaps be 
drawn between the self-image of many Serbs and that of many Iranians, 
who as Shi'i Muslims have also sometimes been affected by a cult of 
martyrdom. 6 

The Byzantine Empire by this time had become a shadow of its 
former self. Decimated, as we have seen, by the Fourth Crusade, it had 
at least managed to throw off Latin rule in 1261/659, but since then it 
had become, sandwiched as it was between Ottoman territories in 
Europe and Ottoman territories in Asia, virtually a vassal-state of the 
Ottoman Sultans; and in 1453/857 Constantinople itself was finally 
taken by Sultan Mehmed (Muhammad) II (1451/855-1 481/886). 7 Otto- 
man expansion did not stop there, either, for the advance into south- 
eastern Europe continued, with Vienna being besieged in 1529/936, 
Hungary coming under Ottoman control during the 1540s/950s, and 
Vienna being besieged again in 1683/1094. 8 

So it was not at all clear, in, say, 1495/900 that the balance of power 
was shifting away from Muslim states and towards Christian ones, and 
it was in this context that the great figures of the Reformation in 
Europe formulated their views of Islam. In Germany Martin Luther 
(1483/888-1546/953) 'looked forward to the probability that Christen- 
dom would be engulfed in Islam. He wrote to strengthen the faith of 
those Christians who might find themselves in this condition.' 9 Build- 
ing on the ideas of John Wycliffe, in a sense a precursor of the 
Reformation, 

Luther wrote as if he were a man in the twilight of Christendom 
before the long night, and, as he looked into the future, he asked 
whether Mahomet and his followers were the final Antichrist. Like 
Joachim of Fiore, he answered No. Islam was too gross and irra- 
tional for this mighty role: the true and final, subtle and insidious 
Antichrist must come from within the Church; he was none other 
than the Pope himself. This had been the picture also of Joachim 
and of much late medieval apocalyptic, though Luther added 
thereto his own theological hostility. For him and them, Christen- 
dom was caught in the grip of an external and an even more 
formidable internal enemy. To succeed against the external en- 
emy, it must first renounce the internal enemy. Till this time there 
could be no counsel but to suffer. So too Wycliffe had said. 10 

The French Reformer John Calvin (1509/915-1564/971) too basically 
'followed the stereotypes of his time in remarking on the Turks and 



A HISTORY OF CHRISTIAN-MUSLIM RELATIONS 

their religion'. 11 For modern Christian sensibilities there is thus a 
rather ominous note in one of his sermons, in which he says: 

When the Turks put their Muhammad in the place of God's Son, 
and when they do not recognize that God is manifested in the 
flesh, which is one of the principle articles of our faith, then they 
are guilty of perversities and are leading so many people astray 
that they deserve to be put to death. 12 

Other statements of Calvin, it should be noted, are more tolerant than 
this, and the views of other Reformers who worked in Switzerland 
were not quite so negative about Islam as those of Calvin. 13 

During the sixteenth/tenth century, even if Europe continued to be 
threatened by the Turks on land, the balance of power did shift at sea, 
as symbolised by the battle of Lepanto, in the Gulf of Corinth, in 1571/ 
979, where the Ottoman fleet was destroyed by an alliance of Spain, 
Venice and Genoa. At the same time European involvement in trading 
activities became more significant, with, for example, an English 
consulate being established in Aleppo in Syria, at the western end 
of the old Silk Route, in 1580/988 and the English Levant Company 
being set up in the following year. Sir Thomas Roe, whom we have 
already seen in the Introduction, conducting an embassy to the court of 
the Great Moghul at Ajmir in 1614/1023, was also ambassador to the 
Ottoman Empire between 1621/1030 and 1628/1037, and by the end of 
the seventeenth/eleventh century a quarter of all England's overseas 
trade was conducted with the Ottoman Empire. 14 

One of the major incentives for the voyages of discovery in Asia, 
which involved so much competition between different European 
powers, was the search for spices; as well as giving food taste they 
also help to make poorly preserved food palatable. 15 Therefore, when 
Ferdinand Magellan (?1480/885-1521/927) reached the Moloccan spice 
islands by sailing westwards from Spain, round Cape Horn and across 
the Pacific Ocean, thereby becoming the first man to circumnavigate 
the earth, a new point of encounter between Christian and Muslim was 
opened up. Islam, which had been spreading eastwards for many 
centuries, now met Christianity spreading westwards, with the en- 
counter most graphically illustrated in the Philippine islands, named 
after King Philip H of Spain (1556/963-1598/1007) and today the only 
nation in Asia whose population is mainly Christian, but with a 
significant Muslim minority established in the south of the islands, 
in Mindanao. Here we see clearly, therefore, the emergence of a new 
situation where Christian-Muslim encounter ceases to be a Mediter- 
ranean phenomenon and becomes a global one, with new frontiers 
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emerging in both Africa and Asia. Some time earlier, however, a new 
and rather different Western Christian approach towards Islam had 
been beginning to emerge, and to this we now turn. 

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF CHRISTIAN MISSIONS 

In its early centuries Christianity had been, of necessity, a missionary 
religion, relying on preaching and example to persuade people to join 
the Christian community. When Constantine converted to Christian- 
ity and made it the official state religion of the Roman Empire, mission 
in the early sense faltered as the faith came to be identified rather 
closely with the Roman state. It did not cease completely, however, 
with missions continuing beyond the frontiers, both among the Ger- 
manic tribes north of the Roman frontier (for example, the work of 
Ulfilas [c. 311-c. 381] among the Goths), and to the east of the Roman 
Empire, in Sassanian Persia and beyond, where Nestorian missionaries 
were particularly active, reaching as far as China within a few years of 
the death of Muhammad. 16 

When Islam appeared, however, Eastern Christians do not seem to 
have entertained any idea of undertaking any missionary activity 
among Muslims. In the case of those Christians who found themselves 
living under Muslim rule, this was partly due to the generally positive 
initial reaction which they had towards the coming of Islam, as out- 
lined above in Chapter 3, and partly due to the legal position they found 
themselves in under Islam as it became more firmly established: 
according to this they were allowed to worship relatively freely but 
they were not permitted to try to persuade Muslims to become 
Christians. In the case of the Christians of the Byzantine Empire it 
was more due to their close identification of church and state, and to 
the situation of military confrontation which existed on the frontier 
with the Islamic world in Asia Minor; Orthodox missions were sent to 
the Slavs, most famously under two brothers, Cyril (or Constantine) 
(826/211-869/255) and Methodius (c. 815/199-885/272), with huge 
consequences for the expansion of the Orthodox world, especially 
when Kiev became Christian in 988/378, but there were no comparable 
missions to Muslims, any delegations sent in that direction being 
primarily diplomatic in intent. 

It was among Western Christians, therefore, that any idea of Chris- 
tian mission to Muslims seems to have begun, though quite when the 
idea emerged is a cause of some dispute. It has been suggested, for 
example, that the Spanish Martyrs' Movement should be understood 
as being in part a missionary movement. 17 There is also a correspon- 
dence between an anonymous 'monk of France' and a Muslim scholar 
at the court of al-Muqtadir of Saragossa (1046/438-1081/474), which 
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has been described as being in some way an early example of Christian 
mission, although it is in fact closer in style to the correspondence 
between al-Hashimi and al-Kindi in the time of al-Ma'mun. 18 

It is really only with the emergence of the Mendicant (literally 
'begging') orders in the thirteenth/seventh century, therefore, that 
we encounter Christians undertaking missions to Muslims, using 
'mission' in the sense in which the word was used in the early 
Christian centuries and has become generally understood in more 

19 

recent centuries. 

The key figure in the transition to this new approach was Francis of 
Assisi (1182/578-1226/623). The son of a wealthy textile merchant, 
during a pilgrimage to Rome in 1205/601 he had a vision in which he 
was commissioned to rebuild a church near Assisi. In order to do this 
he sold his own goods and also some of his father's, for which he was 
disowned by his father, but Francis persisted in his task, and in 1209/ 
605 he established the Franciscan order, vowed to poverty, preaching 
and caring for the poor. Francis was not only concerned for his home- 
land, however; he was also concerned for the Muslim world, but his 
approach was to be very different from that of his crusading contem- 
poraries. Attempts to get to Syria in 1212/609 and Morocco in 1214/ 
611 were frustrated, by the weather and by illness respectively, but the 
third attempt, in 1219/616, succeeded: Francis and some twelve com- 
panions sailed to Acre and then on to Damietta in Egypt, which was at 
that time being besieged by the army of the Fifth Crusade. 

Francis's encounter with the realities of a crusading army, however, 
seems to have been something of a shock: instead of heroes imbued 
with Christian virtue and dedicated to the service of God under the 
sign of the cross, he found adventurers and fugitives, whose whole 
approach was a rather mercenary one. He therefore denounced the 
Crusade and sought an interview with the Sultan, al-Malik al-Kamil 
(1218/615-1238/635), which was granted. Accounts of the interview 
vary, but it seems that Francis requested the opportunity to undergo 
the ordeal by fire in order to demonstrate the truth of the Christian 
faith, in a sense taking up the challenge which had been declined by the 
Christians of Najran in 628/7. The sultan denied him this opportunity, 
however, so Francis was compelled to return to the Crusader camp. But 
his whole approach at the very least represents a radical alternative to 
the dominant crusading paradigm of the time, centred as it was on the 
conviction that military victory might be good for Christendom but did 
nothing to promote Muslim knowledge of Christ, and the belief that it 
was better to create Christians than to destroy Muslims. Not for 
nothing did Francis become known as the 'apostle of love', and not 
for nothing did Pope John Paul II choose Assisi as the location for the 
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Day of Prayer for Peace, involving members of different faith commu- 
nities, in 1986/1407. 20 

Some decades later another figure, Ramon Lull (c. 1232/629-1316/ 
716), took up something of Francis's vision, but directed it in a slightly 
different way. Lull was born in Majorca, probably just a year or two 
after its reconquest by the Christians. He became a soldier but in 1263 
he had a vision, which led to his conversion, and shortly afterwards, 
while attending mass on the feast day of St Francis, he resolved to 
dedicate his life wholly to Christ. He determined to do three things: to 
write books explaining the Christian faith to those who did not believe 
in it, to work for the establishment of colleges for the training of 
Christian missionaries, and to lay down his life as a martyr. These 
ambitions in a sense symbolise the way in which he combined the 
legacies of Francis of Assisi and Peter the Venerable, determined as he 
was to engage in mission to Muslims but on the basis of serious study. 
He eventually became a third order (i.e. lay) member of the Franciscan 
order in 1295/694. 

Lull had mixed success in realising his ambitions. As regards his 
desire to produce works explaining the Christian faith, he wrote The 
Book of the Gentile and the Three Wise Men, an allegorical work 
consisting of a kind of dialogue involving a Jew, a Christian, a Muslim, 
and a philosopher, in which the three wise men at first work together 
to persuade the philosopher of the existence of God but then disagree 
over which of them bears the true religion,- throughout the work the 
spirit is one of fairness and openness, to the extent that the philosopher 
comes to no decision in the end, and although the Jew's case is perhaps 
presented less effectively, the Muslim case is presented with some 
sympathy. As regards the establishment of training colleges, Lull had 
some success, with a college set up in 1276/675 at Miramar in Majorca 
to teach thirteen friars,- it only lasted for some sixteen years, however, 
and his attempts to persuade both secular and religious authorities 
elsewhere to set up similar schools seem to have come to nothing. 

Lull himself, however, spent nine years studying Arabic, and in 
1291/690, aged almost sixty, he arrived in Tunis to enter into debate 
with Muslim scholars there. He told them that he had studied the laws 
of the Christians and now wished to learn about Islam, promising that 
if it were better he would become Muslim, but his answers to the 
questions which he was asked were so challenging that his life was 
threatened and he was forced to flee. He returned in 1307/706, how- 
ever, and this time adopted a more confrontational approach, declaring 
in the market-place that the laws of the Christians were true and holy 
and that the sect of the Moors was false and wrong, which resulted in 
his being imprisoned. He was released in response to the petition of 
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some European merchants, who took him back to Europe, but he 
returned once more in 1314/714, and after spending some time work- 
ing peacefully in Tunis he moved to Bugia, some 100 miles east of 
Algiers, where, according to some accounts, some provocative com- 
ments about Islam resulted in his being stoned to death. His desire for 
martyrdom may, therefore, have been fulfilled, but there is some doubt 
about the historicity of these accounts. 

Lull is therefore in some ways a paradoxical figure in his attitude 
towards Islam, influenced on the one hand by Sufi writings which have 
left their mark on some of his contemplative writings, yet arguing 
forcefully against other influences from the world of Islam, especially 
Averroism in Paris in 1297/696. He is sometimes called the 'fool of 
love', and there is no doubt that his life served as a powerful example 
for many in future generations. 21 

At the same time the other order of friars, the Order of Preachers (or 
the Dominicans), founded by the Spaniard Dominic (1170/565-1221/ 
618) in 1216/613, had also become involved with the Muslim world. 
The origins of this order lay in Dominic's perception of the need to 
combat heresy, particularly the Albigensian heresy in the south of 
France, by preaching and teaching, and great stress was therefore laid 
on learning. There were close links between the order and the new 
universities of Europe, with Thomas Aquinas being simply the most 
distinguished Dominican of the thirteenth/seventh century. We have 
seen already his concern with Islam, as expressed in his composition of 
the Summa contra Gentiles, but other Dominicans were even more 
intimately involved with Islam. They include Andrew of Longjumeau 
(d. 1270/668), who studied Arabic in Tunis; William of Tripoli, who, as 
his name suggests, was born in the East and who is best known for his 
De Statu Saracenoium et Mahomete Pseudopropheta eorum et eorum 
Lege et Fidei (On the Status of the Saracens and their Pseudo prophet 
Muhammad and their Laws and Faith), composed around 1273/672; 
Raymond of Penaforte (c. 1 175/570-c. 1275/674), who was instrumen- 
tal in setting up schools of Arabic in Tunis and Murcia; and probably 
most remarkable of all, the Florentine Ricoldo of Montecroce (1243/ 
640-1320/720), who travelled widely in the Middle East between 1289/ 
688 and 1291/690, and was in Baghdad when news arrived of the fall of 
Acre and the end of the crusading presence in Palestine - he later had to 
undergo the experience of seeing Christian prisoners in Baghdad, an 
experience which seems to have left him traumatised. 22 

Many of these figures were also involved in diplomatic missions to 
the rulers of different parts of the Muslim world and beyond, particu- 
larly to the Mongols who for a time in Europe were envisaged as 
potential allies against the world of Islam. John de Carpini, who was 
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sent by Pope Innocent IV (1243/641-1254/652) to the Mongol court at 
Karakorum in 1245/643, was a Franciscan friar, as was William of 
Rubroek, who was sent to the same destination in 1252/650 by King 
Louis IX of France (1226/623-1270/669). The Dominicans were also 
involved as Andrew of Longjumeau led an expedition to the Mongol 
court in 1248/646, and William of Tripoli accompanied Marco Polo on 
his journey through Syria in 1271/669. 23 

The earliest Christian missions therefore were only to a limited 
extent missions to Muslims; apart from the individual efforts of Francis 
and Lull, they were perhaps as much missions to the Muslim world and 
beyond, and their legacy is seen primarily in such things as the 
establishment of the Franciscan mission in the Holy Land in 1345/ 
746, which was devoted to the care of the Christian Holy Places, and 
the development of links with Eastern Christians who were living in 
the Muslim world. We have already seen how the Maronite church in 
the Lebanon submitted to papal authority in 1180/576, and in the 
succeeding centuries further efforts were made to secure the reunifica- 
tion of the Eastern and Western churches, or at least the recognition by 
Eastern Christians of the supreme spiritual authority of Rome. In many 
cases this simply resulted in further division within the already deeply 
divided Eastern churches, and the creation of Uniate churches, which 
acknowledged Rome but were permitted to retain their own patriarchs 
and the use of their traditional liturgies in their own languages: we thus 
see the establishment of Catholic patriarchs for Catholics who left the 
Nestorian church in 1552/959, the Greek Orthodox church in 1724/ 
1137, the Armenian church in 1740/1 153, the Syrian Orthodox church 
in 1773/1187, and the Coptic church in 1824/1240. 24 

From the sixteenth/tenth century however, the emphasis seems to 
move back to some extent towards the intentions of Francis and Lull, 
especially as a result of the activities of some of the new post-Re- 
formation orders. The Vatican published an Arabic Bible in 1583/991, 
and established a college for the education of Maronite clergy in Rome 
in the following year. Diplomatic considerations were not irrelevant to 
many of these activities, however, as in 1535/942 Francis I of France 
(1515/921-1547/954) concluded an alliance with the Ottoman sultan 
Sulaiman the Magnificent against the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V 
(1519/925-1556/963), and from this time relationships with different 
Muslim powers increasingly became part of the web of rivalry between 
different European powers. 

Thus when, in the early years of the seventeenth/eleventh century, a 
Carmelite mission was sent by Pope Clement VIII (1592/1000-1605/ 
1013) to Iran, it had three main purposes: to find out about the country, 
to investigate the prospects for a political alliance with western powers 
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against the Ottomans, and to seize any opportunity to make known the 
Christian faith. Two missions were eventually despatched, the first in 
1604/1013 and the second in 1621/1030, and the report of the first 
contains a great deal of information about the country. On the second 
visit, however, the opportunity arose for a theological discussion 
between the friars and Shah 'Abbas I (1588/996-1629/1038). There 
was also a third party involved, a small group of English merchants, 
present in Iran because of the silk trade, with their chaplain, and this 
made the course of the discussion particularly interesting. 

Iran had by this time adopted Shi ' i Islam as its state religion, and the 
English church had become Protestant: the English chaplain is de- 
scribed in the account as a Lutheran. Four themes were selected for 
discussion: fasting and good works; the cross and images; free-will and 
predestination; and authority. Clearly none of these were questions on 
which the Carmelites and the Anglicans were likely to agree, and this 
became very clear as the discussion progressed. It seems that the 
English relied on an interpreter, while the Carmelites were able to 
converse in Persian - and this gave them something of an advantage as 
the Shah often asked them for clarification of what the English had 
said, and on each point the Shah basically agreed with the Carmelites. 
The first topic, that of fasting, was raised because the Carmelites were 
fasting, and when the Shah asked the English when they fasted, they 
replied that God had not commanded people to fast; the Shah and his 
entourage said that this was a great error. The second point, concerning 
making the sign of the cross, emerged from the fact that the English 
had earlier suggested to the Shah that Catholics were idolaters because 
of their use of images and their making the sign of the cross; the 
Carmelites defended themselves against this charge by asking the Shah 
whether his custom of bowing down in prayer made him an idolater, 
and since the answer was of course that it did not, they had made their 
point powerfully. Concerning the sign of the cross, there was then a 
discussion of whether or not Jesus was crucified and raised from the 
dead, and on this Catholic and Protestant were able to agree. The third 
focus of discussion was free-will and predestination: 

The king turned to question the Fathers - who were the better, 
the English or the Roman Christian. The Fathers replied that by 
its fruit the goodness and quality of the tree are known: that the 
king should enquire about the things the English did and the 
examples they gave, and from these he would be able to judge. 
The Agent of the English rejoined that they were the better 
Christians, and that they had the right faith. On this the Fathers 
observed: 'Shah, we do not want to say more to your Highness 
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than this, that the English are heretics and of a like sect as the 
Turks, who deny free-will and say that all the evil men do and the 
demons do is done of necessity, and they cannot do less, because 
God so wills: and so they (the English) say that God does every- 
thing, whether good or evil.' 

Here the grandees of the king looked at each other, and the 
Shah in particular jumped from his seat (as the saying goes) and 
began to make a sermon to all present, very earnestly as he 
detested that theory. He spoke with great gusto, so that the Tatar 
envoys from Caffa, who were there and who are of the same sect 
as the Turks, should hear him. After the king finished his 
arguments, the Father said: 'This is the reason, your Majesty, 
why the English, who have no consciences nor fear of God, are 
pirates, rob, slay, destroy, and one cannot rely on their word, 
because they say that they cannot do anything else, seeing that 
they have no option.' 

The English did not know what reply to make during all this 
harangue of the Shah, which lasted for the space of more than 
three-quarters of an hour, during which his Highness brought 
forward many arguments and examples in opposition to the 
English who deny free-will, and in particular he said that it 
was most false . . . 25 

The fourth and final point of discussion concerned the antiquity of the 
Roman Catholic religion and the primacy of the Roman pontiff. Here 
too the Shah made clear his preference for the Catholic position, since 
although the English claimed to be following the primitive Christian 
religion, their acknowledgement that seventy or eighty years pre- 
viously the English had accepted the authority of the Roman pontiff 
clearly indicated that they were now heretics. 

The discussion then turned to diplomacy. Here the tone was rather 
different. The Shah said that the English had not told him falsehoods, 
had always carried out their promises, and been very useful in his 
country, but the Catholics had lied: the king of Portugal and Spain had 
promised to make war on the Turks but had not done so. The 
Carmelites denied the accusation, saying that Christian princes had 
made war on the Turks, that it was this which had made possible 
Persian territorial gains, and the king of Poland was making war 
against the Turks at that very moment. 'Tell me what the Pope is 
doing, not what others are doing', said the Shah, and the Carmelites 
attempted to argue that what the Christian princes did, the Pope also 
did since he was the head, but the Shah was not satisfied: if the Pope 
would go to fight against the Turks, he said, the rest of the Christian 
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princes would follow his example. The Carmelites replied that it was, 
unfortunately, not so, since some people, like the English, do not obey 
the Pope: 'they are the cause of the Christian Catholic princes not 
making war on the Turks.' 26 This conversation thus shows clearly not 
only the diplomatic and political aspects of the mission, but also what 
we might call the increasing fragmentation of Christian-Muslim 
relations: it shows a Persian Shi'i ruler agreeing theologically with 
the representatives of Catholic Christendom against the English re- 
presentatives of Protestantism, yet also seeking the best diplomatic 
alliance for his own political purposes. It thus reflects a situation where 
it is no longer a case of Christians on one side and Muslims on the 
other, but some Christians and some Muslims on one side and other 
Christians and other Muslims on the other. 27 

The fullest shift towards the revival of the vision of Francis and Lull, 
however, came with the activities of the Jesuits. This order, founded as 
a brotherhood of seven men by Ignatius Loyola in 1534/940, was 
formally recognised as The Society of Jesus by Pope Paul III (1534/ 
941-1549/956) in 1540/947. Loyola, a Spaniard and a former soldier, 
had been on pilgrimage to Jerusalem in 1523/929, and later, with his six 
colleagues, resolved to pursue a career either in the service of the Holy 
Land or of the Pope. War prevented the former, so the Jesuits, as they 
came to be called, became one of the spearheads of the Counter- 
Reformation, and in the course of the sixteenth/tenth century they 
became involved in some highly imaginative examples of Christian 
mission in different parts of the world. 

Four names are particularly significant in this connection: Francis 
Xavier (1505/911-1552/959), one of the original members of Loyola's 
brotherhood, who worked in south-west India and Japan,- Matthew 
Ricci (1552/959-1610/1019), who worked in China; Jerome Xavier 
(1549/956-1617/1026), a great-nephew of Francis and the most im- 
portant for our purposes, who spent the years between 1595/1003 and 
1614/1023 at the court of the Moghul emperors Akbar (1556/963- 
1605/1014) and Jahangir (1605/1014-1627/1037); and in the next cen- 
tury, Robert de Nobili (1577/985-1656/1066), who worked among 
Hindus in India. These figures are outstanding because of their sensi- 
tivity to local culture and religion, their insistence on the importance 
of learning languages, and their flexibility in seeking to make Christian 
ideas comprehensible in the local idiom. 28 

The invitation to the Jesuits to send some representatives to the 
Moghul court came from Emperor Akbar, who on a personal level 
seems to have been seriously interested in religious questions and on a 
political level to have been concerned by the divisive effect religion 
sometimes had on the population of his empire, which was very mixed 



120 



THE CHANGING BALANCE OF POWER 

religiously,- Muslims held political power there, but made up less than 
twenty-five per cent of the population. In 1579/987 he sent a message 
to the Portugese centre of Goa, suggesting that he would welcome 
some Jesuits at his court. Three were despatched and made welcome, 
and engaged in several debates with the emperor and Muslim scholars; 
most remarkably, Akbar entrusted his second son, Murad, to the 
Jesuits for education in both the Portugese language and the Christian 
faith, but two insuperable problems presented themselves - the Chris- 
tian belief in the divine sonship of Jesus, and the belief which followed 
from that conviction, namely the Trinity. For all his dissatisfaction 
with Islam, therefore, Akbar did not feel able to accept these Christian 
convictions, and the Jesuits returned to Goa in 1583/991. 

In 1593/1001 a second mission was sent, again in response to a 
request from Akbar, but this mission lasted for less than a year before 
the Jesuits departed. They did so without Akbar's permission, however, 
and he quickly requested the despatch of other learned men; this time, 
it was Jerome Xavier who was sent, with two companions, Benedict de 
Goes, who left in 1603/1011, in order to travel to central Asia, and 
Emmanuel Pinheiro. Xavier worked hard at learning Persian, and great 
efforts were made to produce Christian literature in Persian, including 
a life of Christ and a number of works set out in the form of discussions 
between a Jesuit, a Muslim and a philosopher, in the tradition of Lull's 
work. The liturgical ceremonies of the Christian community were also 
used to embody the principles of Christian belief. But ultimately, any 
hope of Akbar converting to Christianity came to nothing: his preferred 
solution to the religious problems of the empire was the establishment 
of a new religion, the din-i-ilahi, (religion of God), which was firmly 
monotheistic, but included religious practices taken from several 
religious traditions, and had the emperor himself at its heart as a focus 
of loyalty. 

When Akbar died, the Jesuits had high hopes that his successor 
Jahangir might convert, and their hopes were raised in 1610/1019, 
when he ordered his three nephews to be not only instructed in the 
Christian faith but also baptised. In 1613/1022, however, they aposta- 
sised and gave their crucifixes back to the Jesuits, and two years later 
Xavier and Pinheiro withdrew. Political factors were part of the reason 
for the difficulties faced by the Jesuits, given that they had set off from 
the Portugese centre of Goa ; they had been careful initially not to send 
any Portugese to the Moghul court - the three figures who went in 
1579/987 were Italian, Spanish and Persian - but the tensions which 
developed in 1613/1022 did so in the context of war between the 
Moghuls and the Portugese, and the growing struggle between the 
English and the Portugese for influence in the Moghul Empire. It was in 
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the following year, 1614/1023, that the embassy of Sir Thomas Roe to 
the court of the Great Moghul, which we have already looked at, took 
place. 29 

All of the missionary activity which we have investigated so far has 
involved Roman Catholic missions. Given that the Reformation took 
place in the early sixteenth/tenth century it may be somewhat surpris- 
ing that we have as yet witnessed no Protestant involvement, but Lyle 
Vander Werff, in his detailed study of Protestant missions to Muslims, 
suggests that there are four main reasons for this: the conviction that 
the so-called 'Great Commission' of Matthew 28: 19-20, in which 
Jesus is recorded as telling his disciples to make disciples of all nations, 
had been fulfilled by the apostles, the first generation of Christians; the 
doctrine of divine election, as espoused, for example, by the English in 
Isfahan, precluded the need for mission; the idea that the task of 
mission belonged to civil rulers rather than to the church on its 
own,- and the argument that even if the principle was right, the time 
was not ripe because there were more urgent tasks at hand, such as the 
struggle against Roman Catholicism. 30 

Only after the emergence in the eighteenth/twelfth century of the 
Pietist movement, with its stress on the idea of the invisible church - a 
kind of church within a church separate from the state - and on the 
necessity of personal salvation through an individual experience of 
conversion, did these views change. The start of widespread Protestant 
interest in worldwide mission is generally traced to the preaching of a 
sermon by a Baptist minister, William Carey, in the Baptist Chapel on 
Friar Lane in Nottingham in 1792/1206, in which he urged his hearers 
to 'attempt great things for God and expect great things from God'. The 
sermon was subsequently published under the title 'An Enquiry into 
the Obligations of Christians to use Means for the Conversion of the 
Heathens'; in it, Carey argued that Christians were accountable to God 
for those who were not Christian, and so they were obliged to act in 
order to build the church throughout the world. The sermon led 
directly to the foundation of the Baptist Missionary Society in the 
same year, and within the next few years several other societies were 
also established in Britain, including the interdenominational London 
Missionary Society in 1795/1209, the Anglican Church Missionary 
Society in 1799/1203, and the British and Foreign Bible Society in 
1804/1219. In 1812/1227 the American Board of Foreign Missions was 
also set up. 31 

Carey himself set off to India in 1793/1207, and died there in 1834/ 
1250; his interest had mostly focused on Hinduism, and he had 
produced a Sanskrit grammar and translated the Bible into Bengali, 
Sanskrit and Marathi. As regards mission to Muslims the pioneer 
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among the Protestants was Henry Martyn (1781/1195-1812/1227), a 
Cambridge graduate who arrived in India in 1806/1221 and during the 
remaining seven years of his life translated the New Testament into 
Urdu, and substantially revised the Persian and Arabic translations of 
the same work. In 1811/1225 Martyn set out from Calcutta to return to 
England, travelling by boat to Bushire in the Persian Gulf and then 
overland through Iran and Turkey,- he spent almost a year in Shiraz, 
where he stimulated considerable discussion of religious questions, 
and the best part of three months in Tabriz, but six weeks later he died 
in Tokat, near Sivas in Eastern Turkey, in 1812/1227. 

Martyn is important for three main reasons: firstly, his translations 
of the New Testament were of a particularly high standard, the Urdu 
one especially being influential for many decades; secondly, in contrast 
to the Jesuits, who sought to, as it were, work from the top down by 
influencing political leaders, Martyn laid great stress on making con- 
tact with ordinary Muslims, something which he was able to do 
particularly on his travels; and thirdly, while he was willing to enter 
into debate with Muslim leaders and scholars, to subject the conflict- 
ing claims of Christianity and Islam to public discussion, he was 
somewhat cautious about the usefulness of this approach, and he 
set himself one important rule in debate, never to attack Islam pub- 
licly. In this, as we shall see, he differed from some of his important 
Protestant successors as missionaries to Muslims, and subsequent 
events will show clearly the wisdom of Martyn's approach. 32 Part of 
Martyn's legacy, however, was simply his example, as his life could be 
interpreted as one of great self-sacrifice, based as it was on a self- 
proclaimed desire to 'burn out for God', and involving as it did an 
element of frustrated romance. 33 

THE HEYDAY OF EUROPEAN INFLUENCE 

By the time that we reach what modern Western historians sometimes 
call the long nineteenth/thirteenth century, that is, the period between 
the French Revolution in 1 789/1204 and the outbreak of World War I in 
1914/1332, we enter an era in which on the one hand Christian 
missions are enjoying spectacular growth and success, and on the 
other hand the changing balance of power between the Christian 
and Muslim worlds which we looked at earlier also comes to a head 
in the growth of European imperialism. The nineteenth/thirteenth 
century has thus been described as seeing the greatest expansion of the 
Christian church since the era of the first apostles and their missionary 
journeys in the Roman world, and it also witnessed larger and larger 
areas of the world coming under the rule of different European powers. 
The greatest missionary successes were not in the Muslim world but 
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in the Americas, in some parts of Asia, and in Africa. Vander Werff 
chronicles the development of Christian (or at least Protestant) mis- 
sions in the Muslim world, looking at the growth of Christian missions 
over the course of the nineteenth/thirteenth century in both India and 
the Middle East. He traces the development of the different approaches 
adopted by different missionary societies, both European and Amer- 
ican, some of which laid great stress on the development of educational 
or medical institutions as instruments of Christian mission, and some 
of which concentrated simply on the development of church congrega- 
tions. 

Towards the end of his book, as he moves into the twentieth/four- 
teenth century, Vander Werff draws an effective contrast between 
what he calls Anglican and Reformed approaches to mission to Mus- 
lims. The figures whom he takes as the supreme representatives of 
these two traditions are the Englishman Temple Gairdner (1873/1290- 
1928/1346), who worked mainly with the Anglican Church Missionary 
Society in Egypt, and the Dutch-American Samuel Zwemer (1867/ 
1283-1952/1371), the founder of the Arabian Mission, that venture of 
the Reformed Church of America to the heartland of Islam. Both of 
these figures stressed the importance of learning Arabic in order to be 
able to communicate the Christian message effectively to educated 
Muslims by whatever means were available, including newspapers, 
books and pamphlets, and both sought to arouse greater interest in 
mission to Muslims among their fellow Christians. Their interpreta- 
tions of Islam, however, were slightly different, with Gairdner tending 
towards a more irenical approach, being willing to compare Christian- 
ity and Islam, to build on the common ground between them, and to be 
self-critical in the sense of acknowledging the past failures of his own 
religious community. He thus saw much good in Islam, particularly in 
the writings of the Sufis and of al-Ghazali, and viewed Islam not as the 
antithesis of Christianity but rather Christianity as a kind of fulfilment 
of Islam, with Islam as a kind of preparation for Christianity. Zwemer, 
by contrast, adopted a more confrontational approach, with the Chris- 
tian task being essentially to preach the gospel to Muslims, since 
Christianity was the final revelation of God and there could thus be no 
compromise with Islam as a system since fundamentally it was the 
antithesis of Christianity. It could be said that Zwemer thus had much 
sympathy with Muslims, but no sympathy with Islam, and his ap- 
proach was a much more dialectical one, stressing contrast as opposed 
to continuity. 

The titles of some of their books in a sense illustrate the contrast 
between their approaches: Gairdner is best known for his The Re- 
proach of Islam, the title of which clearly testifies to the element of 
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self-criticism discernible in his approach, since he suggests that the 
mere existence of Islam is, in a sense, a reproach for past Christian 
failings. 34 The titles of some of Zwemer's books, by contrast, have a 
slightly triumphalistic note, such as The Disintegration of Islam or 
The Cross above the Crescent, but this tone is supremely illustrated by 
the title of a book by W. A. Rice, a CMS (Church Missionary Society) 
missionary in Iran, which was entitled Crusaders of the Twentieth 
Century; or the Christian Mission and the Muslim. 35 Subsequently, 
the approaches of both of these figures have been influential in 
different quarters, with Gairdner's views being influential in many 
denominational Christian missionary societies, and Zwemer's views 
being more influential in evangelical circles. 36 

The concentration on Protestant missions in this period does not 
imply that Catholic missions had ceased to be active or had become 
moribund. Jesuit missions had continued to be active in different parts 
of the world, but perhaps without some of the imagination and 
originality which had characterised the pioneering Jesuit figures whom 
we looked at earlier. 37 In other parts of the world, however, new 
ventures were emerging, and just to take one example, the pioneering 
work of the White Fathers in Africa is worthy of note: this society, 
officially known as 'The Society of Missionaries of Africa', was founded 
by Cardinal Lavigerie, the French Archbishop of Algiers, in 1868/1285, 
with the intention of disseminating knowledge of Christianity in the 
region of the Sahara desert. Early attempts in this direction failed when 
two groups of missionaries were murdered by Tuareg nomads on the 
way to Timbuktu, but the society went on to work both in sub-Saharan 
Africa, especially in east Africa, and in north Africa where it sought to 
retain a Christian presence. 38 And Africa was also, incidentally, the 
focus of an interesting Protestant missionary venture to a group in 
what is now Nigeria, who claimed to be followers of ' Isa (Jesus) on the 
basis of what they read about him in the Qur'an, and therefore called 
themselves Isawas. 39 

If the Muslim world was not affected by the activities of Christian 
missionaries in the nineteenth/thirteenth century as much as some 
other regions of the world, it was, however, intimately affected by 
colonialism. A few dates can serve as a simple illustration of this 
process of European expansion: in 1700/1112 the Muslim world 
comprised three great states, sometimes called the 'Gunpowder Em- 
pires' - the Ottoman Empire in the West, Safavid Iran in the middle, 
and the Moghul Empire in south Asia. These states covered an area 
stretching from Algiers and Hungary in the West through to the Bay of 
Bengal in the East, and there were smaller outlying Muslim states in 
Morocco, in west Africa, in central Asia and in south-east Asia. Over 
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the course of the next two centuries, however, this situation changed 
dramatically. 

As regards the European frontier of the Ottoman Empire, having 
threatened Vienna, as we have seen, in 1529/936 and 1683/1094, the 
Ottomans found themselves in retreat. They had to cede Hungary to 
Austria under the terms of the Treaty of Carlowitz in 1699/1110, and 
then the Crimea, whose population was Muslim, to Russia in the 
Treaty of Kucuk Kaynarca in 1774/1188. From 1757/1170 British 
expansion in India began to accelerate, following the battle of Plassey, 
leading ultimately to the extinction of the Moghul dynasty a century or 
so later, after what the British called the Indian Mutiny in 1857/1273. 
The events of 1774/1 188 were simply the start of Russian expansion in 
central Asia, which in just over a century reached the southern 
boundaries of the steppe at the Caucasus and the Elburz mountains. 
In 1830/1246 the French occupied Algiers, and began their expansion 
throughout north and west Africa. In 1839/1255 the British occupied 
Aden. In 1881/1298 the French occupied Tunisia, and in 1882/1299 the 
British occupied Egypt. The Sudan followed in 1898/1316. In 1907/ 
1325 Iran was divided into British and Russian spheres of influence. 
The Italians occupied Libya in 1912/1330. In the same year the French 
declared a Protectorate over Morocco, and the Spanish over Maurita- 
nia. Other parts of the Muslim world were also affected, with British as 
well as French expansion taking place in west Africa, and British and 
Dutch control being established over south-east Asia, in the Malay 
States and the Dutch East Indies respectively. 

After World War I the process reached its climax: in 1920/1338 the 
League of Nations established British and French mandates over Iraq 
and Palestine, and Syria and Lebanon respectively, with the result that 
between World War I and World War II, only three Muslim countries 
were completely independent of European control - Afghanistan, 
Turkey and Saudi Arabia - and even they had all been threatened or 
influenced in some way at some stage. Afghanistan in 1841/1257 was 
the scene of a notable British military disaster when the population 
rebelled against the army which had occupied Kabul two years earlier 
in the First Afghan War, and only one Briton survived to tell the tale ; 
more recently it has had to endure Soviet occupation between 1979/ 
1399 and 1989/1409. As regards Turkey, plans were made after the 
defeat of the Ottoman Empire in World War I for its dismemberment 
and division into Russian, French and Italian spheres of influence, 
although these plans in the end came to nothing. And in Saudi Arabia 
in the 1920s/1340s, over a quarter of the state's income of some 
£210,000 consisted of a British subsidy of £60,000. 40 Even after World 
War II, as European influence began to retreat and the era of indepen- 
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dence began to dawn, the creation of the new state of Israel in the heart 
of the Middle East in 1948/1367 was perceived by many as being yet 
another example of Western interference, and caused further resent- 
ment in much of the Muslim world. 

The Muslim world, then, was heavily influenced by European 
colonialism and, puzzling though it is to many modern Westerners, 
it is important to remember that at the time, in the minds of many of 
those involved in the colonial venture there was a strong religious 
element in it. 'God has given us Indonesia' was the conviction of 
Abraham Kuyper, the devout Christian who became prime minister of 
the Netherlands in 1901/1318. During the war between the United 
States and Spain for control of the Philippines in 1898/1316, President 
William McKinley explained his motivation as follows: 

There was nothing left for us to do but to take them all, and to 
educate the Filipinos, and uplift and civilize and Christianize 
them, and by God's grace do the very best we could by them, as 
our fellow-men for whom Christ died. 

Cardinal Lavigerie, the founder of the White Fathers, 'was a patriotic 
Frenchman as well as an ecclesiastical statesman of real stature; it 
seemed to him that the extension of French influence and Roman 
Catholic teaching could go forward together . . .' 41 And a particularly 
telling example of the identification which was sometimes made 
between imperial policy and religious conviction can be found in 
the reaction to what was called in Britain the Indian Mutiny: a day 
of national humiliation was called for by royal proclamation, many of 
the sermons preached on that day suggested that the mutiny was a 
divine judgement on Britain for her sins as a nation, and an increasing 
identification evidently was made between the success of British arms 
and the cause of God. 42 

MUSLIM RESPONSES 

Confronted on the one hand with the growth of European power and 
imperialism, and on the other with the development of Christian 
missions, the Muslim world reacted in many different ways. This 
diversity of response should not surprise us, given, firstly, the size 
and diversity of the Muslim world, and secondly the time-span over 
which the different encounters took place. As continents and centuries 
are involved, it is therefore only natural to find a wide variety of 
responses and reactions. 

At one extreme, one reaction to the growth of European influence 
was imitation. In the Ottoman Empire, for example, despite the 
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traditional Sunni Muslim prohibition of portraying in art any living 
being, Mehmed II (1451/855-1481/886), the conqueror of Constanti- 
nople, had his portrait painted by the Italian painter Bellini. 43 The 
eighteenth/twelfth century saw the emergence of a baroque style of 
architecture in the Ottoman Empire, exemplified by the Nur-u-Osma- 
niye (Light of Osman) mosque just to the east of the Grand Bazaar in 
Istanbul; constructed between 1748/1161 and 1755/1168, it was one of 
the earliest examples of Ottoman baroque. In the following century in 
Egypt, in the days of the Khedive Isma'il (1863/1280-1879/1296), 
efforts were made to reconstruct the capital city of Cairo physically, 
with wide boulevards on a Parisian model, and the opening of an opera 
house; the first performance, in 1869/1286, was Verdi's Rigoletto, and 
the same composer's Ai'da premiered there in 1896/1314. Not for 
nothing was Isma'il described by P. J. Vatikiotis as 'the impatient 
Europeaniser'. 44 And in India, the important educational reformer 
Sayyid Ahmad Khan (1817/1232-1898/1316), who founded the Mu- 
hammadan Anglo-Oriental College at Aligarh in 1875/1292, wrote 
during a visit to England in 1869/1286: 'All good things spiritual 
and worldly, which should be found in man, have been bestowed by 
the Almighty on Europe, and especially on England.' 45 

Even more important than these examples from the field of culture, is 
the imitation, by certain parts of the Muslim world, of European models 
in the fields of government and the state, and the economy. Develop- 
ments of this kind proceeded at different paces in different regions of the 
Muslim world, and the extent to which they took deep root depended 
very much on whether the changes were introduced independently - in 
other words, of the rulers' own volition - or were rather introduced under 
European tutelage. They went furthest in the Ottoman Empire, where 
some sultans, albeit in some cases with European encouragement, were 
convinced of the urgent need to modernise and transform the structures 
of the empire: the Tanzimat (Reorganisations) of the nineteenth/thir- 
teenth century resulted in fundamental change in many aspects of the 
Empire's life, including movement in the direction of constitutionalism, 
democracy, and even religious freedom, including the freedom to con- 
vert from Islam to other religions. 46 Change also took deep root in India, 
but here it did so under British tutelage, which gave it a rather ambiva- 
lent status in the eyes of many. In many other parts of the Muslim world, 
notably Iran, the process of change had very little impact at all during the 
nineteenth/thirteenth century. 

At the other extreme, another reaction to the growth of European 
influence was a strong rejection of it, in the form of jihad, or military 
struggle. This sometimes meant organised opposition to the spread of 
European rule, but it also sometimes involved resistance by other 
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means to the activities of Christian missionaries. Thus in the course of 
the nineteenth/thirteenth century, across the Muslim world, resis- 
tance leaders emerged who fought the attempts of the British, French, 
Russians and Dutch to expand the areas under their control. Examples 
of these include Abd al-Qadir (1808/1223-1883/1300) in Algeria, who 
defied the French for some twenty years before his defeat by them in 
1847/1263; the Sanusi Sufi order, which resisted both French expan- 
sion in West and Central Africa and the Italian occupation of Libya in 
the early years of the twentieth/fourteenth century, under Sayyid 
Ahmad al-Sharif (head of the order from 1902/1320 to 1933/1352) 
and Sayyid Muhammad Idris, who eventually became the king of 
Libya from its independence in 1951/1371 until 1969/1380; the oppo- 
sition to French and British influence in Egypt led by Colonel Ahmad 
Urabi in 1881/1298-1882/1299; the Tobacco Protest in Iran in 1891/ 
1308, when popular protest against the granting of a monopoly in the 
trading of tobacco to a British merchant by Shah Nasir al-Din (1848/ 
1264-1896/1313) culminated in the Shah's assassination; the resis- 
tance to Russian expansion in the Caucasus region organised by the 
Naqshbandi Imam Shamil for some twenty-five years until his defeat 
in 1859/1275; the opposition to British rule, as well as Sikh rule, 
initiated by Sayyid Ahmad Barelvi (1786/1200-1831/1246) in India; 
and the long struggle against Dutch expansion in the sultanate of Aceh, 
in northern Sumatra, which lasted from 1873/1290 to 1908/1326. 47 

Behind several of these movements, particularly those of Urabi in 
Egypt and the Iranian protest movement of 1896/1313, lay the ideas 
and personality of Jamal al-din al-Afghani (1838/1254-1897/1314). 
Many details of his life, including where he was born and where he 
was educated, are not clear, but he spent much of it seeking to alert his 
fellow-Muslims to the threat facing the Muslim world, especially from 
the British, whom he described as 'the enemy of the Muslims', and to 
persuade Muslim rulers to resist European encroachment more vigor- 
ously. He constantly referred to the idea of 'Islam at risk', and he also 
clashed with Sayyid Ahmad Khan, whom we have referred to already, 
over his policy of seeking to imitate Western styles of education. 48 

Between the two extremes of these political reactions there were of 
course many intermediate positions, with many gradations. Sayyid 
Ahmad Khan, as well as imitating Western educational models, took 
up a kind of mediating intellectual stance, whereby some Western 
ideas, particularly some Western scholarship, could be taken up and 
used by Muslims to re-examine both their own Islamic tradition and 
their views of other traditions, including Christianity. This was not to 
be done uncritically, however, but selectively, so that the best of 
Western scholarship could be used but the worst could be rejected. 49 
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In the Middle East a similar view was elaborated by Muhammad 
Abduh (1849/1265-1905/1323), a figure who, like Sayyid Ahmad Khan, 
is commonly described as an 'Islamic modernist', on the basis of his 
willingness to countenance the expression of Islamic doctrine in ways 
different from the traditional ones in order to take account of modern 
knowledge. His work al-isldm wdl-nasrdniyya (Islam and Christian- 
ity) was an attempt at a comparative analysis of the two religions, 
whose essential purpose was to redress the balance against a number of 
attacks which had been made on Islam either by Western writers or by 
Middle Eastern Christians. Each faith, according to Abduh, had a 
number of fundamental principles, and two in particular, he suggested, 
made Islam in some sense superior to Christianity: its greater ration- 
ality, with no belief in miracles and no demand for faith in the 
impossible, and its greater tolerance both towards those outside its 
community and towards dissent within. 50 The fact that Abduh be- 
came the Chief Mufti (Legal Interpreter) of Egypt in 1899/1317, and his 
involvement in the administrative council (the governing body) of al- 
Azhar, the ancient university of Cairo, ensured that his views were 
widely disseminated both in Egypt and more widely in the Middle East 
as a whole. 51 

There are thus significant differences of emphasis between Ahmad 
Khan and Abduh, which are in part due to the different contexts within 
which they worked. Ahmad Khan lived in an India which was ex- 
plicitly and firmly part of the British Empire and Abduh lived in an 
Egypt where even if real power lay in the hands of the British Consul- 
General, Lord Cromer and his successors, the country still retained a 
nominal independence under its khedives. One point which was of 
considerable concern to both figures, however, was the activities of 
Christian missionaries, and to this we now turn. 

Sayyid Ahmad Khan worked for the British East India Company. In 
such a position he both moved among the Muslim aristocracy in the 
cities in which he worked, and also knew many of the European 
residents of those cities, including Christian missionaries, and it 
was particularly in Agra, the city best known for one of its Islamic 
monuments, the Taj Mahal, that this became significant. Troll com- 
ments: 

Intense missionary activity, in Agra and elsewhere in the North- 
Western provinces, which ranged from written and oral debate 
(on a fairly high intellectual level), to preaching in bazaars and 
the distribution of thousands of copies of the Bible in vernacular 
languages, was perhaps a public novelty during those years in the 
province [the 1840's/c. 1255-1265]. 52 
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One feature of the situation in Agra which was not necessarily the 
case elsewhere was the fact that some of the senior officials of the 
British administration, particularly the Lieutenant-Governor James 
Thomason and an assistant of his, William Muir, were not afraid 
to make known their sympathy for the activities of the mission- 
aries. 

Muir became secretary to the government of the North-Western 
provinces in 1847/1263. He had already established something of a 
reputation as a commentator on the religious developments of the day 
in India, and he also became well-known as a scholar of Islam, on the 
basis of his Life of Mahomet and the Annals of the Early Caliphate, and 
went on to be the Principal of Edinburgh University. His view of Islam, 
however, was very negative. In one of his earliest works, 'The Mo- 
hammedan Controversy', published in The Calcutta Review in 1845/ 
1261, the very first sentences read: 

Mohammedanism is perhaps the only undisguised and formid- 
able antagonist of Christianity. From all the varieties of heathen 
religions Christianity has nothing to fear, for they are but the 
passive exhibitions of gross darkness which must vanish before 
the light of the Gospel. But in Islam we have an active and 
powerful enemy . . . 53 

Christian mission in Agra therefore seemed to operate on two levels. 
First of all there were those Christians who were explicitly functioning 
as missionaries, and of them one of the most famous was a German 
missionary, Karl Pfander (1803/1218-1865/1282), a skilful linguist who 
had gained a reputation as an effective debater in the context of the 
public discussions which sometimes took place in the bazaar. 54 Pfan- 
der's rather polemical approach, however, as illustrated in his book 
Mizdn al-haqq (The Balance of Truth), produced a rather polemical 
response, not least from his opponent in a particularly important 
public debate which took place in Agra in 1854/1271, Rahmat Allah 
al-KairanawI (1834/1250-1891/1308). Having by most accounts bested 
Pfander in debate, Rahmat Allah in turn published a written reply to 
Pfander's book, entitled Izhdr al-haqq (The Demonstration of Truth), 
and like Pfander's work this has subsequently been reprinted many 
times so is still influential in some circles. 55 

The second level of missionary activity then was that which was not 
explicitly missionary in intent, but was carried out by sympathisers in 
the political and scholarly communities, such as Muir. He suggested in 
1845/1261: 
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God be praised that Christianity is beginning gradually to as- 
sume her rightful position; and no sooner shall she have fully 
done so, than a light must break forth establishing before the 
world her truth and the unspeakable difference between it and 
every false religion. 56 

If Rahmat Allah's role was to rebut the efforts of Pfander, Sayyid 
Ahmad Khan's role was to refute the arguments of Muir ; this he did 
particularly with reference to Muir's biographical studies of Muham- 
mad, which he attacked as manifesting prejudice and lack of objectiv- 
ity. 57 

Abduh's situation in Egypt was, as noted above, different from that 
of Sayyid Ahmad Khan in that Egypt had maintained its political 
independence, and there was not quite the same degree of sympathy 
between British administrators and Christian missionaries as was the 
case in Agra. Much of Abduh's work was an attempt to defend Islam 
against a remark by Lord Cromer, the Consul-General, that 'Islam 
reformed is Islam no longer', but Cromer's policies in Egypt were 
essentially inspired by pragmatism rather than any wish to diffuse 
the Gospel, and the perception of Christian missionaries as a threat did 
not develop to the same extent in Egypt as it did in India. 

Muir, as we have seen, had a rather negative view of Islam, and a 
rather high view of the benefits which would be brought by the spread 
of Christianity in India. His thinking also seems to demonstrate a 
rather close identification between Christian mission and British rule. 
He had rather a high view, in other words, of the commonality of 
interests between the missionaries and the government of India. In 
reviewing the history of contacts between Christians and Muslims, he 
commented: 

The fourth grand era of the connection of Christianity with Islam 
arose with the dominion of Europeans in India. And here every 
circumstance was in our favour. The presence of Europeans was 
generally the effect of conquest which, after the first feelings of 
irritation subside, invests the conqueror's faith and opinions 
with the prestige of power and authority . . . Now, at least, we 
might have expected that Christian Europe would early have 
improved her advantages for evangelizing the East; - that Britain, 
the bulwark of religion in the West, would have stepped forth as 
its champion in the East, and displayed her faith and her zeal 
where they were most urgently required. How different were the 
conclusions which the eighteenth century forces us to draw! 
England was then sadly neglectful of her responsibility; her 
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religion was shown only at home, and she was careless of the 
spiritual darkness of her benighted subjects abroad; while her 
sons, who adopted India as their country, so far from endeavour- 
ing to impart to its inhabitants the benefits of their religion, too 
often banished it from their own minds, and exhibited to 
heathens and Mohammedans the sad spectacle of men without 
a faith . . . 

But the nineteenth century dawned with brighter prospects; 
and, as it advanced, the dark incubus of idolatry, superstition and 
bigotry began gradually to receive the light and teaching of the 
Gospel. Buchanan and Martyn, Brown and Thomason, are among 
the harbingers of this better era, in which Britain started from her 
lethargy; and, as if she had been treasuring up strength during her 
long inaction, came forth as a giant to the encounter. Her 
missionaries, with the venerable Carey at their head, led the 
van in strong array,- many of her exiled sons began to perceive 
their responsibility for India's regeneration, and their number has 
since steadily increased. England now pours forth her gold in the 
merciful and blessed work of enlightening the people; while a 
material portion of her people in India has assumed a new aspect, 
and acknowledges by its deeds that its highest object is the 
enlightenment of India. 58 

Even apart from the fact that this passage was written by a Scotsman, 
this seems a remarkable statement, identifying as it does European 
dominion and the coming of the light and teaching of the Gospel, but if 
it appears at first sight to be an example of outstanding hubris, this 
impression surely has to be modified when it is put alongside the 
statement of Sayyid Ahmad Khan quoted earlier, which says some- 
thing not so different from Muir when it refers to the Almighty 
bestowing all good things on England. Among the British, Muir was 
not necessarily typical or representative in this opinion,- however, it is 
interesting that the Lieutenant-Governor under whom he served, 
James Thomason, was the son of Thomas Truebody Thomason, whom 
Muir refers to along with Buchanan, Martyn and Brown, the first 
Protestant missionaries to Muslims in India, as the bringers of light 
to the region. Equally, the situation in Agra was not necessarily typical 
of the whole of British India, but Muir's statement does at the very 
least make credible the suggestion which has been made by many 
modern commentators and historians, not only but perhaps particu- 
larly Muslims, that there was a close and intimate relationship be- 
tween Christian mission and European imperialism. 59 

One widely influential statement of this case was made with re- 
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ference to the Arab world by two Lebanese writers, Mustafa Khalidi 
and 'Umar Farrukh, in their book Al-tabshir wa'1-isti 'mar fi'1-bilad al- 
c ara£« (Mission and Imperialism in the Arab World), published in Beirut 
in 1953/1372. On the basis of detailed examination of reports from 
missionary conferences, and books published by missionaries such as 
Samuel Zwemer, the authors were able to make a fairly strong case 
that Western politicians and Christian missionaries had frequently co- 
operated and helped each other in different parts of the Arab world, so 
it was not unreasonable to suggest that there was a close link between 
mission and imperialism. Many other works in the Arab world took up 
and developed this theme. 60 

It is a theme that was taken up more recently by Ayatollah Kho- 
meini. His so-called Little Green Book, quoted by a Christian mis- 
sionary in his account of the Iranian Revolution, said: 

Western missionaries, carrying out secret plans drawn up cen- 
turies ago, have created religious schools of their own within 
Muslim countries . . . These missionaries infiltrated our villages 
and our countryside to turn our children into Christians or 
atheists . . . The missionaries, as agents of imperialism, are also 
busy throughout the Muslim world perverting our youth - not by 
converting them to their own religion but by corrupting them . . . 
Propaganda centres . . . have been set up for the sole purpose of 
luring the faithful away from the commandments of Islam. Is it 
not our duty to destroy all these sources of danger to Islam? 61 

Among writers who wrote originally in English, the Palestinian 
Muslim A. L. Tibawi published particularly telling research. In his 
two books British Interests in Palestine, 1800-1901, and American 
Interests in Syria, 1800-1901 he produced a compelling picture of the 
complicated interweaving of missionary, ecclesiastical, diplomatic, 
educational, literary, archaeological, and other interests in two neigh- 
bouring but rather different parts of the Arab world. And more recently 
the Islamic Foundation in Leicester has produced a series of briefer 
reports on the activities of Christian missions in different regions of 
the Muslim world which hint, at various points, at the political 
dimension of much missionary activity. 62 

Several attempts have also been made by Westerners to assess the 
accusation of close links between missionaries and colonial powers. 
Having suggested in his History of Christian Missions that 'mission- 
aries in the nineteenth century had to some extent yielded to the 
colonial complex', Stephen Neill, who had himself been a Christian 
missionary, devoted a book-length study to the question, concluding 
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that there was a huge spectrum of missionary opinion, and even if a 
large proportion of it was perhaps inclined to what would today be 
called 'cultural imperialism', any suggestion that all missionaries were 
imperialists is certainly not proven; while the situation is particularly 
difficult to assess with respect to Africa, in the world as a whole many 
areas were reached by missionaries before they were reached by 
diplomats or traders, and the activities of the latter were not infre- 
quently opposed by missionaries. And Norman Daniel performed a 
valuable service in making clear that different attitudes predominated 
in different periods of the nineteenth/thirteenth century and that the 
different European powers were influenced by widely differing opi- 
nions. 63 

One last aspect of this long period of mission and imperialism, with 
all its complexity, must be investigated, and that is the phenomenon of 
conversion from Islam to Christianity. This was rarely a mass move- 
ment, so there is hardly anything comparable to the process whereby 
most of the Middle East was transformed by a gradual process of 
conversion from a situation where the majority of the population 
was Christian to one in which Islam became the faith of the majority, 
as we have investigated above. But there were instances of individuals 
converting to Christianity from Islam, often at considerable risk to 
themselves and their families because of the traditional Muslim laws 
concerning apostasy, and something must be said concerning their 
motivation and their influence. 64 

Just to take two examples, two notable nineteenth/thirteenth- 
century converts to Christianity were Sheikh Salih (1765/1 179— 
1827/1242), a Muslim scholar in Lucknow, who, having become dis- 
illusioned with Islam as a result of an assassination plot which 
involved swearing on the Qur'an, was drawn to Christianity through 
contact with Henry Martyn. He heard Martyn preach on the Ten 
Commandments and was attracted by his suggestion that the law 
needed to be interpreted in the light of the Sermon on the Mount. He 
therefore sought out contact with Martyn, through whom he was able 
to obtain Persian and Urdu translations of the New Testament, and 
after a period of reflection sought baptism. He was baptised in 1813/ 
1228, taking the name Abdul Masih (Servant of Christ), and was later 
ordained as a minister, though the Anglican bishop initially refused to 
ordain him so he had to become a Lutheran, but became an Anglican 
once more in 1825/1240. 65 

A more recent convert, in Egypt, was Muhammad Mansur, who, as a 
graduate of al-Azhar, was determined to refute the Christians of his 
village in Upper Egypt by logical argument but in his enthusiasm to 
prove that the Christian scriptures had been corrupted was won over 
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by them. He was baptised as a Roman Catholic, but later joined the 
Evangelical Church through which he had first been exposed to the 
Christian scriptures, and for many years he continued to visit al-Azhar 
in order to discuss religious questions with both teachers and students. 
At his baptism he took as his Christian name Mikhail, after the 
preacher who had been so influential on him, and among those whom 
he persuaded to adopt the Christian faith as he had done was his 
brother Kamil. 66 

Several other examples of individual conversion from Islam to 
Christianity could be referred to. As with the process of conversion 
to Islam which we looked at earlier, many factors and many different 
motives were no doubt involved. A number of recent studies have 
investigated both the process and the reasons for conversion of this 
kind, and it is clear that, even if not on the same scale as the earlier 
process of conversion to Islam, conversion from Islam has sometimes 
taken place and it represents one option in the range of Muslim 
responses to mission and imperialism. 67 
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tives on a Great Transformation, University of California Press, 1993, 
pp. 99-125. 
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New Thinking 
in the 19th/ 13th and 20th/ 14th Centuries 



THE GROWTH OF WESTERN ACADEMIC STUDY OF ISLAM 

At the same time as the various activities associated with mission and 
imperialism were going on, a third important aspect of Western 
thinking about Islam was also developing, namely the growth of 
academic study of Islam. This is not to deny the existence of earlier 
Western scholarly writing about Islam, particularly the efforts of such 
people as Peter the Venerable to study Islam seriously on the basis of its 
own sources such as the Qur'an,- rather, it is to suggest that modern 
times, particularly since the Enlightenment and the Age of Reason, 
have witnessed the emergence of a new approach to the study of 
religion in general, as well as of Islam in particular, which is less 
explicitly theological in intention than the work of such figures as 
Peter, and strives to be objective and neutral in its description and 
assessment. 1 

This is not to say that Western scholarship of this kind has always 
succeeded in its aim of being impartial and fair in its judgements. The 
recent works of the Palestinian Christian scholar Edward Said have 
made this only too clear, demonstrating something of the extent to 
which Western scholars have sometimes reproduced uncritically or 
even reinforced older stereotypes and caricatures concerning Islam. 2 It 
is somewhat disconcerting for Western academics at the end of the 
twentieth/start of the fifteenth century to be reminded that such a 
distinguished anthropologist as E. E. Evans-Pritchard, Professor of 
Social Anthropology at Oxford and still regarded as one of the pioneers 
of serious anthropological study in the United Kingdom, undertook 
two of the three main studies for which he is best known for the 
following reasons: as regards the Nuer '[a]n urgent request from the 
government of the Sudan called him to report on an unruly Nilotic 
tribe whose insurrection would be put down by force unless someone 
could interpret their intentions'; 3 and as regards the Sanusi, in Evans- 
Pritchard's own words: 

This account of the Sanusi of Cyrenaica would not have been 
written if a number of accidents had not led me to their country 
during the late war ... I had been acquainted with some of the 
Sanusi exiles in Egypt as far back as 1932 and had visited Darna 
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and Banghazi by sea; and it had long been my hope that I might 
some day, when the Italians had ceased to rule the country, have 
a chance to visit the interior. This wish came true when in 
November 1942 I was posted as Political Officer to the (third) 
British Military Administration of Cyrenaica. 4 

Western academics have clearly not always been able to pursue a 
disinterested search for the truth for its own sake. But the aspiration 
towards independence of thought and action has been there, with 
Evans-Pritchard only accepting the invitation to investigate the Nuer 
'because there was the risk that unless some trusted means of com- 
munication could be established, the Nuer would fight until they were 
destroyed'. 5 Even if the ideal of independent analysis has not always 
been attained, the attempt to realise it does represent something of a 
new approach which we need to take some account of. 

It is not an approach which Westerners should claim to have 
absolutely pioneered, however. E. J. Sharpe suggests that in the Middle 
Ages 

[ajlthough Christians were not seriously interested in other 
religions, except as opponents to be overcome, there were a 
number of Muslim writers of the period . . . who attempted to 
describe or otherwise confront those religions to which Islam 
was opposed. Tabari (838-923) wrote about Persian religion; 
Mas'udi (d. 956) about Judaism, Christianity and the religions 
of India; and Alberum (973-c. 1050) about India and Persia. The 
honour of writing the first history of religion in world literature 
seems in fact to belong to the Muslim Shahrastam (d. 1153), 
whose Religious Parties and Schools of Philosophy describes and 
systematises all the religions of the then known world, as far as 
the boundaries of China. This outstanding work far outstrips 
anything which Christian writers were capable of producing at 
the same period. 6 

The development of comparable studies of Islam in the West after 
the Middle Ages went through several stages. In 1539/946 the first 
Chair of Arabic was established at the College de France. By 1586/994 
it had become possible to print works in Arabic for the first time. In 
1613/1022 a Chair of Arabic was established in the University of 
Leiden. During the 1630s/1040s chairs of Arabic were established in 
both Oxford and Cambridge. The first complete English translation of 
the Qur' an was made by Alexander Ross in 1649/1059, though almost a 
century had to pass before a more accurate one became available 
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through the work of George Sale in 1734/1147. In 1705/1117 a Dutch 
scholar, Adriaan Reland, wrote an account of the religion of Islam 
which was based exclusively on Muslim sources, and between 1708/ 
1 120 and 1718/1 130 Simon Ockley wrote his History of the Saracens, 
which attempted to make knowledge of Islamic history more acces- 
sible. A text of a very different sort became available when Antoine 
Galland translated The Arabian Nights into French between 1704/ 
1116 and 1717/1129, with translations into English and German 
following early in the nineteenth/thirteenth century, and according 
to some estimations this work was second in popularity only to the 
Bible in eighteenth-twelfth-century Europe. 7 

These studies made texts available, and much of the interest in 
anything to do with Islam was actually inspired primarily by philolo- 
gical and linguistic concerns. But one major change which all this work 
brought about in Western perceptions of Islam was that new myths of 
Islam began to develop, with Muhammad being presented as a tolerant 
ruler and Islam as a rational faith, in contrast to what Enlightenment 
thinkers saw as the characteristics of the Christian church of their day: 

Islam was seen as a rational religion, quite remote from those 
Christian tenets that most opposed reason. Moreover, Islam 
seemed to espouse few mythical concepts and mystical tradi- 
tions, only what was deemed necessary to assure the following of 
the people. Beyond that, Islam appeared to balance the demand 
for a moral life with an understandable respect for the needs of 
the flesh, the senses and social interaction. It was, all told, a 
religion that approximated the Deism of most Enlightenment 
philosophers. 8 

Thus Edward Gibbon, in his Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, 
published between 1776/1190 and 1788/1202, included a chapter 
(Chapter 50) on Muhammad and the rise of Islam, which concluded 
with the following judgement on the prophet: 

The most bitter or most bigoted of his Christian or Jewish foes 
will surely allow that he assumed a false commission to incul- 
cate a salutary doctrine, less perfect only than their own . . . The 
idols of Arabia were broken before the throne of God; the blood of 
human victims was expiated by prayer, and fasting, and alms, the 
laudable or innocent arts of devotion; and his rewards and 
punishments of a future life were painted by the images most 
congenial to an ignorant and carnal generation. Mahomet was, 
perhaps, incapable of dictating a moral and political system for 
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the use of his countrymen: but he breathed among the faithful a 
spirit of charity and friendship; recommended the practice of the 
social virtues,- and checked, by his laws and precepts, the thirst of 
revenge, and the oppression of widows and orphans. 

Such a judgement is not always complimentary, but it does attempt to 
locate Muhammad in the context of his own time and place, and to 
give praise where Gibbon saw it as being due. 9 

The eighteenth/twelfth and nineteenth/thirteenth centuries also 
saw new sources of information about, and knowledge of, Islam 
become available to Westerners, as a result of the activities of travellers 
and missionaries. The Englishwoman Lady Mary Wortley Montagu 
spent over a year in Istanbul with her husband, the British ambassador 
to the Ottoman sultan, between 1717/1129 and 1718/1130, and wrote 
an account of life in the city and at court, including those parts which 
were only accessible to women,- her account was even translated later 
into Turkish. 10 The Frenchman Constantin Francois Chasseboeuf 
made available a meticulous account of his travels in the Middle East 
in his Voyage en Egypte et en Syria, published in 1787/1201 under his 
nom deplume of the Comte de Volney. 11 Some time later the English- 
man E. W. Lane lived in Cairo for many years, and as well as translating 
The Arabian Nights into English he compiled a lexicon of the Arabic 
language which is still an indispensable reference work, and wrote An 
Account of the Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians, a work 
which, first published in 1836/1252, was both thorough and entertain- 
ing, and quickly became a bestseller. 12 

Travellers also visited parts of the Muslim world which were pre- 
viously unknown to Europeans. One of the most celebrated was the 
Englishman Charles Doughty, who between 1876/1293 and 1878/1295 
explored central Arabia, including previously unvisited towns such as 
Meda ' in Salih, Hayil, Khaybar, and Buraida, before travelling round 
Mecca to reach Jedda. His Travels in Arabia Deserta, first published in 
1888, was another bestseller. 13 Doughty never dissimulated concern- 
ing his identity, never seeking to disguise that he was a Christian, and 
therefore travelled respectfully round the sacred area around the Holy 
City of Mecca; but other Europeans did not share his scruples. 

The earliest European travellers to visit Mecca were probably the 
Italian Ludovico di Varthema (or Barthema), who was in Mecca and 
Medina in 1503/908, the Englishman Joseph Pitts, who having been 
taken prisoner by the Barbary pirates was forced to convert to Islam and 
went on the pilgrimage to Mecca in 1680/1091, and the Catalan 
Domingo Badia y Leblich, who travelled to Mecca disguised as an 
'Abbasid prince, no less, Ahi Bey al-Abbasi, in 1897/1222. The most 
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famous nineteenth/thirteenth-century visitors, however, were prob- 
ably the Swiss John Louis Burckhardt, who had converted to Islam, and 
visited Mecca in 1814/1229, and the Englishman Sir Richard Burton, 
who travelled in the disguise of a Pathan Muslim and reached Mecca in 
1853/1269. Burckhardt was probably the better observer of life in 
Mecca, but because of his other feats of exploration in Africa, Burton's 
account is the better known. 14 

Later, a number of Europeans managed not only to visit Mecca at the 
time of the pilgrimage but also to live there for some months. Perhaps 
the most famous were the Dutchman Snouck Hurgronje, who had 
completed a doctorate on the hajj and who spent more than six months 
in the city in 1885/1302, disguised as a Muslim, and the Englishman 
Eldon Rutter, who spent the best part of a year in Mecca and Medina in 
1925/1343, though it is not clear whether or not he had converted to 
Islam. Each produced a vivid account of the city, with Hurgronje being 
able to describe the domestic life of the city in particular detail on the 
basis of having taken a local wife. 15 

All this additional information about and experience of Islam and the 
Muslim world had some interesting consequences, for example in the 
realms of Western art and architecture. In England, as early as the 
sixteenth/tenth century, rugs from the Islamic world were increasingly 
in demand; some of the portraits which exist of King Henry VIII show 
him standing on one, with arabesque designs on the curtains behind 
him. Stately homes such as Hardwick Hall in Derbyshire also have 
Turkish rugs from the 1590s/1000s. It is from 1750/1163 onwards, 
however, that the real passion for things Islamic develops in the artistic 
field, as seen in buildings such as Sezincote House in Gloucestershire, 
designed by Samuel Pepys Cockerell and built between 1804/1218 and 
1805/1219, and, most famously, the Royal Pavilion in Brighton, built 
to the design of John Nash between 1815/1230 and 1822/1237. But 
perhaps the greatest extravaganza of Islamic-style architecture in 
Britain is to be found at Leighton House in London, designed by George 
Aitchison and built between 1877/1294 and 1879/1296. North Amer- 
ica too was affected by this style, as seen in such constructions as the 
circus impressario P. T. Barnum's Iranistan, in Bridgport, Connecticut, 
built between 1846/1262 and 1848/1264, the mansion called Long- 
wood in Mississippi, designed by Samuel Sloan in the following decade, 
and perhaps most remarkably the dome of the Armory building of the 
Colt pistol factory in Hartford, Connecticut, also from the 1850s/ 
1270s. 16 The influence of Islam on the growth of Western civilisation 
generally was not forgotten either: the dome of the Reading Room of 
the Library of Congress in Washington DC, designed by Edwin How- 
land Blashfield and opened in 1897/1304, has a mural round the top of 
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it which represents the twelve epochs or countries which made major 
contributions to the growth of American civilisation: between Egypt, 
Judaea, Greece, and Rome on the one hand, and the Middle Ages, Italy, 
Germany, Spain, England and France on the other, comes Islam, 
especially because of its contribution to science. (The twelfth element 
is America itself.) 

Perhaps the most important legacy, however, was the continued 
growth and development of Islamic studies as one aspect of the 
Western study of the Orient, or Orientalism. In 1754/1167 William 
Jones founded the first society for the study of the Orient, the Asiatic 
Society of Bengal. 17 In Paris the Societe Asiatique was founded in 1821/ 
1236, and in London the Royal Asiatic Society followed in 1823/1238. 
In 1873/1290 the first international congress of Orientalists was held. 
In the wider society too considerable interest in Islamic themes was 
evident: Goethe's Mahomets Gesang (Song of Muhammad) of 1774/ 
1188 glorified Muhammad, and his West-Ostlicher Divan (Diwan/ 
Collection of Poems of West and East) of 1819/1234 was heavily 
influenced by Persian Sufi poetry. In 1841/1257 Thomas Carlyle 
published his lectures on heroes, in which he accepted Muhammad 
as a prophet. 18 

Hourani calls Silvestre de Sacy (1758/1171-1838/1254) 'in some 
ways the founder of modern Islamic and Arabic studies', and suggests 
that Paris and Leiden were the two great centres of Islamic studies in 
the nineteenth/thirteenth century. 19 Sacy was the first teacher of 
Arabic at the Ecole des Langues Orientales Vivantes in Paris, which 
was set up in 1795/1210, and was the first president of the Societe 
Asiatique. He also worked, unpaid, for the French Foreign Ministry, 
and at the end of the same century, Snouck Hurgronje, the Dutchman 
whom we have already referred to as one of the European visitors to 
Mecca, and in whom Hourani says 'the tradition of Leiden may be said 
to have reached its peak', worked as an adviser to the colonial govern- 
ment in the Dutch East Indies. 20 

A pioneering study of five significant European students of Islam 
looks at the Dutchman Hurgronje (1857/1273-1936/1355), the Hun- 
garian Jew Ignaz Goldziher (1850/1266-1921/1339), the Prussian C. H. 
Becker (1876/1293-1933/1352), the Scot who worked for most of his 
life in North America, Duncan Black Macdonald (1863/1280-1943/ 
1362), and the Frenchman Louis Massignon (1883/1300-1962/1382). 
All made considerable contributions to the development of Islamic 
Studies, in different ways: Hurgronje and Becker were active as advisers 
to governments, Becker serving as Prussian Secretary of State for a 
time,- Massignon was active politically but often in opposition to his 
government; and the remaining two, Goldziher and Macdonald, con- 
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fined themselves more strictly to the study of Islam as a religious 
system, in their Vorlesungen uber den Islam (Lectures on Islam) and 
Development of Muslim Theology, Jurisprudence and Constitutional 
Theory respectively. For neither of them, however, was Islam simply 
an ancient system of thought and practice,- both had a lively interest in 
contemporary Islam as well. 21 

The fact that these figures had no explicit political role has not 
rendered them immune, however, from accusations of 'Orientalism' in 
a pejorative sense - in other words, that they either formulated or 
perpetuated caricatures and stereotypes of Islam which are not accu- 
rate. Scholars of the next generation have also had the same accusation 
made against them. As well as the work of Edward Said which has 
already been referred to, a work entitled Orientalism, Islam and 
Islamists investigates scholars such as H. A. R. Gibb (1895/1312- 
1971/1391) and G. E. von Grunebaum (1909/1327-1972/1392), as well 
as Macdonald and the still living scholars Bernard Lewis and Kenneth 
Cragg, and suggests that all are, to one degree or another, guilty of 
errors of either description or interpretation. 22 

There are connections, it is true, between most of these modern 
Western scholars of Islam and either the Foreign Offices of the coun- 
tries in which they lived and worked or Christian missions of one kind 
or another. Macdonald, Goldziher, and Hurgronje, for example, all met 
the Anglican missionary Temple Gairdner during his Wanderjahr, his 
year of absence from Cairo between 1910/1328 and 1911/1329; Mac- 
donald, on the strength of a brief earlier meeting in Cairo, invited 
Gairdner to spend a term with him in Hartford, and afterwards, back in 
Europe, Gairdner had a three-hour talk, nearly all in Arabic, with 
Hurgronje, who suggested that he spend some time with Goldziher, 
which he did in the summer of 1911/1329. Both Macdonald and 
Goldziher tried to persuade Gairdner to devote himself to scholarship, 
but the demands of the mission in Egypt precluded this. 23 Gibb, having 
been orphaned at the age of two when his father, who was the manager 
of a land reclamation company in Egypt, died, was sent at the age of five 
to a school for the children of missionaries in Edinburgh while his 
mother continued to teach at the Church of Scotland school in 
Alexandria,- and it is true, as Said remarks, that 'in his mature years 
Gibb was often to be met with speaking and writing for policy- 
determining organizations'. 24 But it is a rare human being who man- 
ages not be a member of a religious community (or a non-religious one), 
just as it is hard for someone who wishes to travel not to be a citizen of 
a particular state, or someone who wishes to communicate not to 
speak a particular language,- and in the English-speaking world at least 
professors of English Literature are assured of a ready audience, but 
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professors of Arabic or Islamic Studies are not. Involvement in policy- 
making may therefore be necessary rather than a matter of choice, and 
equally Edward Said's membership of the Palestinian National Council 
from 1977/1397 to 1991/1412 does not necessarily mean that he has 
nothing useful to say about the Middle East. Western scholars of Islam 
can therefore sometimes be judged too harshly; but the search for an 
impartial and self-critical understanding must continue. 

CHANGING CHRISTIAN THINKING ABOUT ISLAM 

All of this extra information and experience of the world of Islam is one 
factor which has contributed towards the emergence of new Christian 
thinking about Islam over the course of the past two centuries or so. 
But this new thinking was not simply the result of greater under- 
standing and contact - it was also the result of the fresh thinking 
within the Christian community in the context of the emergence of 
modern theology. Thus in the context of English Deism, Lord Herbert 
of Cherbury (1583/991-1648/1058), suggested that there are five no- 
tions which are common to all religions, and these have been inscribed 
by God in all human hearts: religious communities have subsequently 
elaborated ceremonies, organisations, sacred books and other institu- 
tions, but these are simply different constructions on the original 
common foundation. Herbert was not always accurate in his descrip- 
tion of other religious traditions, believing, for example, that Ramadan 
was observed twice each year, but he was at least aware of common 
patterns in different communities. 25 In Germany the last play of G. E. 
Lessing (1729/1141-1781/1195), entitled Nathan the Wise, includes a 
scene where a parable is told by Nathan, a rich Jew in Jerusalem, to the 
sultan Saladin. A man who is the possessor of a ring which has magic 
powers has three sons; he cannot pass the ring on to all of them so he 
has two identical rings made and gives one to each son ; after his death, 
when they find out that there are three rings and not one, the sons 
begin to squabble about which is the original ring, but this cannot be 
proven. No more, suggests Lessing, can it be proven which of Judaism, 
Christianity and Islam is the genuine faith. 26 

The person who is usually described as the founder of modern 
Christian theology, Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768/1182-1834/ 
1250), was influenced to some extent by Goethe and the Romantic 
movement and on this basis suggested that at the heart of all religion 
was not so much a system of belief or morality as a feeling of absolute 
dependence. This universal feeling has been developed, according to 
Schleiermacher, in different ways in different religious communities, 
each having a distinctive emphasis on some particular aspect of the 
relationship between God and human beings. Christianity and Islam, 
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he says ; are contending for the mastery of the world, but the relation- 
ship between them is not one of truth and falsehood, but rather one of 
truer and less true. 27 And as the nineteenth/thirteenth century moved 
into the twentieth/fourteenth century Ernst Troeltsch (1865/1282- 
1923/1341), whose detailed empirical investigation of Christian his- 
tory led him to formulate the vital distinction between 'church' and 
'sect' type organisations, also wrestled with the question of the rela- 
tionship between Christianity and other religions: he sought to com- 
bine a retention of a view of the 'absoluteness' of Christianity and the 
development of a certain relativism as regards the historical develop- 
ment of different religious traditions. The tension between these two 
aspirations was something which Troeltsch never quite succeeded in 
resolving. 28 

On the basis of these foundations, twentieth/fourteenth-century 
Christian theology of religions has tended to crystallise around three 
main points of view. These are commonly called 'exclusivism', which 
holds that salvation (or being accepted by God) is realised only through 
belief in Christ and membership of the Christian community, a view 
represented by the Swiss Protestant theologian Karl Barth (1886/1303- 
1968/1388); 'inclusivism', which holds that salvation is made available 
through Christ, but that this should be understood inclusively, so that 
members of other religious communities may be saved, but through 
Christ, so that they are, in a difficult and controversial phrase of Karl 
Rahner (1904/1322-1984/1404), the German Roman Catholic theolo- 
gian who is representative of this point of view, 'anonymous Chris- 
tians'; and 'pluralism', which suggests that there is a plurality of ways 
to salvation, so that members of other religious communities may be 
saved through their own religious traditions, a view commonly asso- 
ciated with the British philosopher of religion, John Hick (b. 1922/ 
1340). 29 

These three views are, of course, no more than convenient shorthand 
terms. Generally speaking 'exclusivism' is the dominant view among 
evangelical Protestant Christians, 'inclusivism' among Roman Catho- 
lic Christians, and 'pluralism' among liberal Protestant Christians, but 
these boundaries are by no means watertight, with some evangelical 
Christians, for example, moving towards 'inclusivism' and some Ro- 
man Catholic Christians coming closer to 'pluralism'. Equally some 
Eastern Orthodox theologians are more 'exclusivist' and some more 
'inclusivist'. Additionally it is not uncommon for individual theolo- 
gians to change their perspectives on this question, with John Hick 
being a well-known example of someone who moved from 'exclusi- 
vism' to 'pluralism'. 30 Each perspective, in other words, itself contains 
a broad spectrum of opinion, and the terms are no more than a short- 
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hand guide to the discussion; nevertheless, they serve as convenient 
markers for the main options in the discussion. 31 

In this debate it might have been thought that Christian mission- 
aries were uniformly solid supporters of 'exclusivism', given that part 
of the reason for the growth of missions, particularly Protestant ones, 
was a desire to bring the news of salvation through Christ to regions 
where it had not previously been heard, but this was not in fact the 
case. As E. J. Sharpe has made clear in his study of Christian attitudes 
towards Hinduism, missionary opinion was by no means unanimous or 
static, with the Scottish missionary J. N. Farquhar (1861/1277-1929/ 
1347) becoming an early representative of a kind of 'inclusivism'. 32 
Clinton Bennett has highlighted something similar with reference to 
missionary opinion about Islam, and Kenneth Cracknell, through a 
detailed study of some of the responses to a questionnaire which was 
sent out as part of the preparation for the Protestant World Missionary 
Conference of 1910/1328 in Edinburgh, has concluded that in some 
ways nineteenth/thirteenth-century Christian thinking, including that 
of some missionaries, was readier than subsequent Christian thought 
to contemplate continuity rather than discontinuity between Chris- 
tianity and other religions,- in that sense, he suggests, under the 
influence of Barth and Kraemer, the twentieth/fourteenth century 
has gone backwards rather than forwards. 33 

It has been suggested that the question of the relationship between 
Christianity and other religions is the most important question facing 
Christian theology today, as migration, travel and technology make 
contact and exchange between members of different religious com- 
munities easier and more common. 34 This has not prevented some 
important recent studies from failing to look at the question alto- 
gether. 35 But we must turn now from investigating Christian thinking 
about other religions in general to looking at Christian thinking about 
Islam in particular. 

Here too we will find considerable diversity. As a representative, 
firstly, of a broadly 'exclusivist' stance, in the tradition of Karl Barth, 
we will look at Hendrik Kraemer (1888/1305-1965/1385). Kraemer was 
born in Amsterdam, and studied Oriental Studies at Leiden before 
going to Indonesia as a missionary, to work for the Dutch Bible Society. 
He was there between 1922/1340 and 1928/1346, and again between 
1930/1349 and 1936/1355, and during the 1930s/1350s he also became 
increasingly influential in missionary circles worldwide. 

Much controversy in those circles had been stimulated by the 
publication, in 1933/1352, of a report entitled Rethinking Missions: 
a Laymen's Enquiry, edited by an American Congregationalist, W. E. 
Hocking (1873/1290-1966/1386), who taught Philosophy of Religion at 
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Harvard. 36 This report suggested a radical re-appraisal of the traditional 
Christian understanding of mission, proposing instead co-operation 
between different religious traditions, which would lead to mutual 
discovery and interchange and eventually to the emergence of a world 
community. 'In such a scheme, conceptions of Christian uniqueness, 
absoluteness or finality were likely to disappear as barriers of inter- 
change.' 37 Kraemer was the architect of a vigorous reaction against this 
view, which involved a reassertion of the uniqueness of the Christian 
message, its universal relevance, and the need, therefore, for a clear-cut 
sense of Christian mission. In 1937/1356 he returned to Europe, taking 
up the position of Professor of the History and Phenomenology of 
Religions at Leiden, and in the next year he published The Christian 
Message in a Non-Christian World, which is the clearest statement of 
his views, and was a kind of preparation for a large missionary con- 
ference held at Tambaram in South India. 38 

The influence of Barth on Kraemer, in terms of his stress on the 
discontinuity between the Gospel on the one hand, and religion on the 
other, was clear, but whereas Barth famously dismissed other religious 
traditions on the basis of his a priori assumptions, Kraemer at least 
wrote on the basis of considerable missionary experience, especially of 
Islam in Indonesia. 39 His conclusions concerning Islam, however, were 
pretty negative: 

Islam in its constituent elements and apprehensions must be 
called a superficial religion. The grand simplicity of its con- 
ception of God cannot efface this fact and retrieve its patent 
superficiality in regard to the most essential problems of 
religious life. Islam might be called a religion that has almost 
no questions and no answers. In a certain respect its greatness 
lies there, because this question-less and answer-less condition 
is a consistent exemplification of its deepest spirit, expressed in 
its name: Islam, that is, absolute surrender to God, the Al- 
mighty Lord. 40 

This religion, so lacking in depth, is also, when one considers its 
origin and material, an unoriginal religion, and yet notwithstand- 
ing that it excels all other religions in creating in its adherents a 
feeling of absolute religious superiority. From this superiority- 
feeling and from this fantastic self-consciousness of Islam is born 
that stubborn refusal to open the mind towards another spiritual 
world, as a result of which Islam is such an enigmatic missionary 
object. 41 
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It is a very curious thing to note that in the really religious 
conceptions of Islam one can point to what might be called a 
process of super-heating. The conception of revelation in its 
ruthless consequence is super-heated. The same can be said 
about the conception of God. Islam is theocentric, but in a 
super-heated state. Allah in Islam becomes white-hot Majesty, 
white-hot Omnipotence, white-hot Uniqueness. His personality 
evaporates and vanishes in the burning-heat of His aspects. 
These de-personalized aspects, although of course not devoid 
of the personal connotation connected with Allah, are the real 
objects of religious devotion. The surrender to Allah, the funda- 
mental religious attitude in Islam, has that same quality of 
absolute ruthlessness. 42 

Islam is thus unoriginal, superficial, simple, ruthless, stubborn, and has 
a superiority-complex, and even if, as has also been suggested with 
respect to Barth, Kraemer moderated his views somewhat towards the 
end of his life, his initial judgement was clearly quite harsh. 43 

Let us turn now to 'inclusivism'. We have already noted the dom- 
inance of this perspective in contemporary Roman Catholic thinking, 
and this can be illustrated with reference to Islam quite simply by 
quoting the ground-breaking statement concerning Islam which was 
formulated by the Second Vatican Council in 1965/1385: 

The Church also regards with esteem the Muslims who worship 
the one, subsistent, merciful and almighty God, the Creator of 
heaven and earth, who has spoken to man. Islam willingly traces 
its descent back to Abraham, and just as he submitted himself to 
God, the Muslims endeavour to submit themselves to his mys- 
terious decrees. They venerate Jesus as a prophet, without, 
however, recognising him as God, and they pay honour to his 
virgin mother Mary and sometimes also invoke her with devo- 
tion. Further, they expect a day of judgement when God will raise 
all men from the dead and reward them. For this reason they 
attach importance to the moral life and worship God, mainly by 
prayer, alms-giving and fasting. 

If in the course of the centuries there has arisen not infrequent 
discussion and hostility between Christian and Muslim, this 
sacred Council now urges everyone to forget the past, to make 
sincere efforts at mutual understanding and to work together in 
protecting and promoting for the good and benefit of all men, 
social justice, good morals as well as peace and freedom. 44 
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For a religious institution which at least since 1302/702 had held to the 
view that outside itself there was no salvation [extra ecclesiam nulla 
salus), the whole statement about other religions, within which this 
section about Islam appeared, represented a considerable shift of 
emphasis. 45 Part of the reason for the change was a shift towards 
the conciliar view of authority within the church as represented by a 
figure such as Nicholas of Cusa (1401/803-1464/868), whose views 
concerning Islam we referred to in Chapter 5, but a more important 
reason was the influence of the French Islamicist Louis Massignon 
(1883/1300-1962/1382). 

Massignon's early life provides a fascinating key to the later evolu- 
tion of his thought concerning Islam. Having lost the Christian faith 
into which he had been baptised during his teens, he recovered it as a 
result of the care with which he was looked after by a Muslim family 
while suffering from malaria in Iraq in 1908/1326. He went on to a 
distinguished academic career in France, during the course of which he 
published many books, particularly on Sufism and the figure who held 
a considerable fascination for him throughout his life, al-Hallaj (857/ 
243-922/309), and he was intimately involved in many of the debates, 
political and otherwise, which took place during his lifetime. In 1950/ 
1369 he was ordained a priest of the Greek Catholic church (which 
permits its priests to be married, as Massignon was). In the words of 
one recent commentator: 'By the force of his personality and the 
originality of his ideas Louis Massignon was perhaps the only Islamic 
scholar who was a central figure in the intellectual life of his time.' 46 

Massignon was convinced that the Holy Spirit was active in Islam, 
perhaps most dramatically in the life and death of al-Hallaj, which 
Massignon interpreted as being a kind of re-enactment of the life and 
death of Christ, since al-Hallaj was crucified in Baghdad after he had 
exclaimed 'Ana al-haqq' ('I am the truth'). He went so far as to publish, 
privately, a book in which he expressed the hope that al-Hallaj might 
be recognised one day by the church as a martyr. But he did not present 
al-Hallaj as a pseudo-Christian, or an 'anonymous Christian', to use 
Rahner's phrase,- rather, he suggested that al-Hallaj was an authenti- 
cally Islamic figure, and his existence within the Islamic community 
was clear evidence that the grace of Christ was as real outside the 
Christian community as inside it. Breiner summarises: 

Massignon never sought to blur the distinctions between Chris- 
tianity and Islam. He did not believe that Islam was a kind of 
'close approximation' of Christianity and that its spiritual value 
rested in its approach to the teaching of Christianity. Nor did he 
have any doubts that Islam lacked something in comparison with 
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Christianity. But he did see believing Muslims as men and 
women of the Spirit, and he did see the grace of God, which is 
the grace of Christ, at work in Islam. He, therefore, had no doubts 
that Islam bound men and women to God. 47 

Great stress was therefore laid by Massignon on Islam as an Abra- 
hamic religion, which in a sense provided a genealogy for the activity of 
the Spirit amongst Muslims, and the influence of his ideas on this can 
be seen in the careful wording of the statement of the Second Vatican 
Council. Among the many influential people with whom Massignon 
corresponded was Cardinal Montini, the Archbishop of Milan who in 
1963/1383 became Pope Paul VI, and although Massignon himself died 
before Montini became Pope, it was partly through this contact that his 
ideas exerted so much influence at the Council. 48 Subsequently Mas- 
signon has enjoyed huge influence both among many of the leading 
Roman Catholic thinkers about Islam and beyond the Catholic church 
too; this includes considerable influence among Muslim thinkers from 
many different parts of the world, so it cannot be denied that he has 
been one of the major architects of new Christian thinking about Islam 
in the twentieth/fourteenth century. 49 

It would not be true, however, to suggest that 'inclusivism' has been 
influential only in Roman Catholic thinking about Islam. To take two 
other examples, the British Anglican scholar Bishop Kenneth Cragg (b. 
1913/1331 ), has also sought to interpret Islam positively to Christians, 
as well as seeking to make traditional Christianity more comprehen- 
sible to Muslims, particularly in his The Call of the Minaret, and has 
perhaps gone further than any other Christian writer in seeking to 
weigh the spiritual meaning and significance of the Qur'an for Chris- 
tians. 50 Building in a sense on the work of Temple Gairdner, Cragg has 
worked hard to interpret the two faiths to each other, and this has 
sometimes resulted in harsh judgements being made on his work by 
members of both communities. Something of the hurt which this has 
caused to him, as well as a good insight into what might be described as 
the ambivalence of his position, can be seen in an article whose title is 
itself very revealing, 'Being Christian and Being Muslim: a Personal 
Debate'. Here Cragg makes clear both his admiration for some aspects 
of Islam, especially the Qur'an's stress on 'letting God be God' and 
locating humanity in its proper place as the 'tenant' or 'trustee' 
(khalifa) of creation, and also his negative reaction towards other 
aspects of Islamic teaching, especially the Qur'an's view of divine 
omnipotence, which he suggests is so overwhelming as to depersona- 
lise God altogether, and the Muslim view of Muhammad as the passive 
recipient of divine revelation. These two features, Cragg suggests, 
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together tend to result in the emergence of repressive societies. 'Islam 
both attracts and repels me', he therefore asserts. 51 

An Orthodox Christian who might also be called an 'inclusivist' is 
Georges Khodr, the Greek Orthodox Metropolitan of Mount Lebanon, 
who in a paper originally read to the Central Committee Meeting of the 
World Council of Churches in Addis Ababa in 1971/1390, suggested 
that Christians need to develop a fresh and wider appreciation of the 
activities of the Holy Spirit. An important part of the background to 
this idea, of course, is the dispute between Eastern and Western 
Christians about the 'procession' of the Holy Spirit, which has been 
referred to in Chapter 1 above: does the Holy Spirit proceed from the 
Father only (as the Eastern churches hold) or does the Spirit proceed 
from the Father and the Son (as opinion developed in the West)? If the 
first view is correct, then it is easier for Christians to perceive the 
activity of the Holy Spirit even where the Son is not specifically 
named, and Khodr suggests that: 

[C]ontemporary theology must go beyond the notion of 'salva- 
tion history' in order to rediscover the meaning of the oikono- 
mia. The economy of Christ cannot be reduced to its historical 
manifestation . . . The very notion of economy is a notion of 
mystery . . . Within the religions, its task is to reveal to the world 
of the religions the God who is hidden within it, in anticipation 
of the final concrete unfolding and manifestation of the Mys- 
tery. 52 

Probably the best example of a Christian who adopts a broadly 
'pluralist' approach towards Islam is the Canadian Wilfred Cantwell 
Smith (b. 1916/1334-2000/1420). Like Kraemer, Smith worked as a 
missionary for a number of years, in India, between 1941/1360 and 1945/ 
1364, so he was there during the period which led to Indian indepen- 
dence from Britain in 1947/1366. This period witnessed considerable 
communal tension between Muslims and Hindus and eventually, when 
independence came, saw the migration of some five million Hindus 
from what became Pakistan to India, with the migration of a similar 
number of Muslims in the other direction, and the death of perhaps half 
a million people in communal massacres. It was in this context that 
Smith wrote his first book, Modern Islam in India, first published in 
1943/1362, which is in effect a Marxist analysis of the different streams 
of thought which were then influential within the Muslim community. 
The experience of living in India at that period, together with the 
observations he was able to make concerning the practice of Islam in 
different regions of the Muslim world on the basis of a Rockefeller 
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Travelling Scholarship in 1948/1367, which were expressed in his 
second book, Islam in Modern History, seems to have made Smith 
particularly sensitive to the communal dimension of religious life and 
the distinction which needs to be drawn between the outward and the 
inward aspects of religion. This was articulated in his book The Meaning 
and End of Religion, where Smith distinguished between what he called 
'the cumulative tradition', the outward manifestations of religion in 
terms of rituals, beliefs, communities and institutions, and 'faith', the 
attitude of trust which is at the core of all religious experience. 53 

With respect to Islam, Smith is therefore keenly aware that, like all 
religious traditions, Islam has outward manifestations and an inner 
spiritual core, and he insists that Islam can be a vehicle for the true 
knowledge of God: 

I should not think that any Muslim would be imperceptive who 
carefully read Aquinas, or Calvin, or Kierkegaard, and failed to 
see how valuably these men wrote about God, and about the 
human condition in relation to Him. Similarly, I should think 
that any Christian would be imperceptive who carefully read al- 
Ghazzali or al-Razi, and similarly failed. As a matter of fact, 
however, I myself have never actually met either a Muslim or a 
Christian who has done such reading and has not been deeply 
appreciative. If, of course, you feel, without having read them, 
that on principle these theologians could not possibly know 
anything about God worth reporting, because of the finite situa- 
tion out of which they wrote concerning the infinite that had 
entered their lives, then this is a comment on your theology, not 
theirs . . . 

It has been argued, by some Christians, that outside the Chris- 
tian tradition human beings may know God in part, but cannot 
know Him fully. This is undoubtedly correct, but the implica- 
tions are precarious. One may well ask such theorists: Is it 
possible for a Christian to know God fully? I personally do not 
see what it might mean to say that anyone, Christian or Muslim 
or whatever, has a complete knowledge of God. The finite cannot 
encompass the infinite. Touching the hem of his garment, we 
apprehend transcendence - but we do not comprehend it . . . 

However one may take such observations, I would certainly say 
that I myself have never met a Christian who knew God fully. I 
have, however, met some Muslims who manifestly know Him 
more fully than certain of my fellow Christians seem to do. And I 
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feel sure that here are Muslims who have met some Christians 
who, they have sensed, have known God less partially than 
certain of their nominally fellow Muslims appear to have. Such 
impressions are, of course, quite tentative; both they and I, in any 
case, would be quite content to leave the judgement to God. On 
one point I am not inclined to be tentative,- that God, rather than 
you or I, is the one to pass that judgement. 54 

It is on the basis of thinking like this that Smith then formulates his 
ambitious and audacious project for moving towards the formulation 
of a World Theology. 55 

As has been suggested, other Christian thinkers also lean in the 
direction of 'pluralism'. It will be interesting, in particular, to see Hans 
Kiing's forthcoming volume on Islam, which will complete his trilogy 
on the Abrahamic religions. 56 Many other Christian writers on Islam 
could, of course, have been examined. 57 Moreover, the limitations of 
the scheme of 'exclusivism', 'inclusivism', and 'pluralism' apply just as 
much to Christian thinking about Islam as they do to Christian 
thinking about other religions generally, but the writers we have 
looked at at least indicate something of the range of contemporary 
Christian thinking about Islam, and also the extent to which new 
approaches have emerged in recent years. 58 

CHANGING MUSLIM THINKING ABOUT CHRISTIANITY 

As we turn now to contemporary Muslim thinking about Christianity, 
here too we will find considerable diversity of thought, and also some 
creative new thinking. We will also find that, to some extent, the 
categories of 'exclusivist', 'inclusivist', and 'pluralist' can also be 
applied to different Muslim writers, but these terms need to be used 
equally as cautiously in this context as they do with reference to 
contemporary Christian theology of religions. 

An example of a Muslim writer who might be called an 'exclusivist', 
a kind of mirror-image to Hendrik Kraemer, is the Palestinian writer 
Isma'il al-Faruqi (1921/1339-1986/1406). Born in Jaffa in Palestine, 
Faruqi studied at the American University in Beirut, and after gradua- 
tion he returned to Palestine to work in the Civil Service, rising to 
become District Governor of Galilee. The events of 1948/1367, how- 
ever, involving the creation of the state of Israel and the effective 
partition of Palestine, made him and his family refugees, and he left 
Palestine for the United States. There he took two Masters degrees, and 
obtained his PhD in Philosophy from Indiana University in 1952/1371. 
Between 1954/1373 and 1958/1377 he studied at al-Azhar in Cairo, and 
then in 1959/1378 he returned to North America, at the invitation of 
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Wilfred Cantwell Smith, to join the Divinity Faculty of McGill Uni- 
versity in Montreal, Canada. 

At McGill Faruqi studied Judaism and Christianity, and this period 
was the genesis of his very important study Christian Ethics, which 
will be examined in more detail below. He later returned to the United 
States to set up an Islamic Studies programme at Syracuse University 
in New York, then went on to do the same at Temple University in 
Philadelphia. Throughout his life Faruqi travelled widely, lecturing in 
Pakistan and Malaysia among other places, and he also participated in 
a number of conferences on themes related to Judaism, Christianity 
and Islam, as well as being one of the founders of the International 
Institute of Islamic Thought and an adviser to the Muslim Students' 
Association of North America. The circumstances of his death, how- 
ever, in 1986/1406, were extremely mysterious: both he and his wife 
were attacked and brutally stabbed to death in their home in the early 
hours of the morning, and no satisfactory explanation of the motives 
for the attack has ever been produced. 59 

Faruqi's first major publication focused on the concept of Arabism and 
the relationship between Arabism and Islam. Here he reflected on, and 
contributed to, a widespread debate which was going on in the Arab world 
concerning identity: did linguistic and ethnic identity have precedence, 
so that both Arab Christians and Arab Muslims shared an identity which 
transcended their religious differences, or was religious identity primary, 
with the result that there was a rather deep separation between Christian 
andMuslim Arabs? 60 Faruqi's contribution to this discussion was apaean 
of praise to Arabism, which he conceived as having a kind of world- 
redeeming mission since the Arabs were the bearers of a divine message. 
Arabism, in other words, was integrally related to Islam, while Judaism 
and Christianity, Faruqi suggested in Part I of the book, were respectively 
the first and second 'moments' of Arab consciousness. This view resulted 
in some rather puzzling statements such as: Arab consciousness . . . 
regards all Judaism, Christianity and Islam as moments of its long and 
arduous course of growth beginning, in childhood with Adam, and 
reaching the age of reason in Mohammed, the "seal of the prophets" ', 
and 'Monotheism is exclusively an Arab thought'. 61 

His more detailed discussion of Judaism and Christianity, however, 
revealed that he had investigated their history and development care- 
fully, and with respect to Christianity this was made even clearer in his 
next major work, Christian Ethics: a Historical and Systematic Study 
of its Dominant Ideas. 62 This work was the fruit of his period of 
studying Christianity in McGill, and the Foreword, by Stanley Brice 
Frost, the Dean of Graduate Studies and Research at McGill, makes it 
clear that Faruqi had made a considerable impact there: 
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Isma'il Faruqi for two years attended lectures, participated in 
seminars, read widely, and engaged in many a Senior Common 
Room debate. Looking back on those two years, it seems to me 
that they were one long, continuous, provocative discussion, in 
which my colleagues and I learned to appreciate Dr. Faruqi as a 
tenacious disputant, a stimulating colleague, and a warm- 
hearted friend. 63 

The Preface to the book was then written, shortly before his death, 
by Hendrik Kraemer, who called it 'the first serious attempt by a 
scholarly, well-trained Muslim to study Christian dogma and ethics 
according to his understanding of them and is based on a wide and 
penetrating study of their historical development'. Kraemer went on to 
say that 'Dr Faruqi deserves appreciation and recognition for writing a 
documented book on Christian ethics according to modern scientific 
methods of analysis and critical appraisal of source material.' 64 He does 
not attempt to disguise the fact, however, that the book is 'in fact 
(though not in intention) a vigorous refutation and rejection of Chris- 
tianity, especially Western Christianity', or that it is 'polemical and 
condemnatory' in tone. 65 

Faruqi's main thesis is not in fact particularly original, suggesting as 
it does that the original message of Jesus is perfectly acceptable but 
that it has been corrupted subsequently by his so-called followers, 
beginning with Paul. 66 What is new about Faruqi's approach, however, 
is firstly the degree of detail which he is able to bring to his argument, 
based on his knowledge of original, as opposed to second-hand, sources: 
he has clearly read Biblical sources, describing Ezra and Nehemiah as 
'racial fanatics', he is clearly at home with the Western Christian 
tradition, including Augustine and the Reformers, and he does not 
hesitate to discuss the works of contemporary figures such as Stephen 
Neill and Hendrik Kraemer, or Karl Barth, William Temple and Re- 
inhold Niebuhr. Secondly, there is the language which he uses to 
present his case: he is perfectly at home with the language of epoche 
and metareligion, and Western Christianity, indeed, he sums up as 
having degenerated into 'peccatism' (or obsession with sin), and 'sa- 
viourism' (passive reliance on a third party for redemption), both of 
which, when combined with millennialism, Faruqi suggests, have led 
to Christians failing to work out their faith properly in the affairs of 
society. Moreover his basic thesis is developed in a rather original way, 
since he suggests that Jesus formulated an ethical breakthrough, in 
terms of challenging racialism and legalism and moving on to uni- 
versalism and the interiorization of ethics, which later Western Chris- 
tian thought then lost, whereas earlier Muslim exponents of the 
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argument about Jesus's message being corrupted by his followers 
tended to state the opposite, namely that Jesus did adhere to Jewish 
law but his followers then decreed that to do so was no longer 
necessary. 

A crucial element of Faruqi's biography, which explains some of his 
comments about Judaism and the Jewish background to Jesus, was his 
experience of Zionism in 1948/1367. He addressed the question of the 
relationship between Islam, Judaism and Zionism in his 1980/1400 
publication Islam and the Problem of Israel. 67 But his antagonism 
towards Zionism did not prevent him from wrestling seriously with 
Judaism, and in 1982/1402 he edited a volume devoted to discussions 
between Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. 68 Equally the rather critical 
judgement on Christianity which we have seen above did not preclude 
his participation with Christians in many conferences devoted to 
Christian-Muslim relations, and many of the articles which he wrote 
at different stages of his career have been helpfully collected together 
in one volume recently by Dr Ataullah Siddiqui of the Islamic Founda- 
tion in Leicester. 69 

Eleven articles are collected together in this volume, with the first 
part focusing on the inter-relationship between Near Eastern Reli- 
gions, including Judaism and Christianity but also including Ancient 
Mesapotamia and Egypt; the second on the relationship between Islam 
and Christianity in particular; and the third part containing two papers 
on the emotive subject of da'wa (mission), one of which was originally 
delivered to the 1976/1396 World Council of Churches Consultation of 
the topic, and the other to a Muslim audience in Kuala Lumpur five 
years later. The papers in Part I reflect something of the perspective of 
Faruqi's On Arabism, but the most relevant to our theme are those in 
Part II, and three in particular are significant: in one (Chapter 9), Faruqi 
outlines his views concerning the position of non-Muslims in Islamic 
societies, a topic which has been the focus of much subsequent 
discussion too. 70 Chapter 5, simply entitled 'Islam and Other Faiths', 
is a helpful overview of Faruqi's thinking, but perhaps the most 
interesting is Chapter 8, entitled 'Islam and Christianity: Diatribe or 
Dialogue?' 71 

Faruqi begins by stating clearly that neither of the two faiths can live 
in isolation, and they must be interested in each other's claims, which 
they should investigate through dialogue. Dialogue, he suggests, must 
lead to conversion, not to Christianity or Islam but to the truth, and 
this has some interesting consequences: 

In our day and age, exclusivism has a bad smell. Having worked 
with probabilities for three hundred years . . . and with sceptical 
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notions of the truth for over half a century, we contract our noses 
whenever an exclusive claim to truth is made. As men of 
religion, I hope we all have the strength of our convictions, 
and feel neither offended or shamed by what our faiths claim. 
On the other hand, there is something shameful about exclusi- 
vism, just as there is about mission . . . We regard the exclusivist 
in science as stupid, even insane, for running in the face of 
evidence . . . But where the evidence is significant or conclusive, 
to flout it is a deficiency. . . . exclusivism is epistemological and 
hence not subject to moral considerations. 

Islam and Christianity cannot therefore be impervious to each 
other's claims,- for just as it is irrefutably true that each lays claim 
to the truth and does so candidly, it is irrefutably true that the 
truth is one, and unless the standpoint is one of scepticism, of 
two diverse claims to the truth, one of both must be false! 72 

For all his commitment to dialogue, therefore, and for all his contact 
and engagement with Christians and members of other religious 
communities, it seems that ultimately, Faruqi was, rather like Krae- 
mer, an 'exclusivist', not perhaps in the traditional sense, but in a 
peculiarly personal sense. There is an element of paradox in much of 
Faruqi's thinking, and perhaps the key to this can be provided by the 
comments of two Western scholars. The first comes from Stanley Brice 
Frost in his Foreword to Christian Ethics, written relatively early in 
Faruqi's career: 'He became a man of two worlds, intelligently at ease 
in both and at peace with neither.' 73 And the second comes from a book 
written after his death about Islamic dawa in the West: 

It perhaps appears contradictory that al-Faruqi has been cited in 
so many contexts. In actuality this is only indicative of the 
complexity of this individual. He was an ecumenicist with regard 
to the devout adherents of other faiths, but an activist da ' I par 
excellence to those whom he considered secularized, be they 
nominally Muslim or blatantly non-Muslim. 74 

For all his undoubted knowledge about Christianity, therefore, rather 
like Kraemer with all his knowledge of Islam, Faruqi somehow lacked 
that inner sympathy which would have enabled him to gain a deeper 
appreciation of Christianity. Perhaps, on the other hand, like Kraemer, 
he moved on during the course of his life to a more open set of opinions, 
but fundamentally he seems to have remained an 'exclusivist'. 75 

As an example of a Muslim writer who would most naturally be 
described as an 'inclusivist', we will look at some of the writings of the 
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Tunisian scholar, Muhammad al-Talbi, who was born in the same year 
as Isma'il al-Faruqi, 1921/1339. 

Until his retirement Talbi was Professor of History in the Uni- 
versity of Tunis. He had previously studied in Paris, where he 
obtained his doctorate in 1966/1386 on the history of the political 
history of the Aghlabid emirate, which dominated north Africa west 
of Morocco from 800/184 to 909/296, and was responsible for the 
Muslim conquest of Sicily. He later edited a medieval Spanish 
Muslim text on the important subject of bid' a (innovation), the Kitdb 
al-hawddith wdl-bid'a (The Book of Cases and Innovation) of al- 
Turtushi (d. 1 126/520), and this detailed examination of the medieval 
arguments against innovation seems to have stimulated his own later 
thinking about the idea of development in Islamic thought. 76 In a 
conference paper he addressed the difficult question, which has been 
examined above in Chapter 4, of why the Christian church disap- 
peared in north Africa. 77 

As a result of a number of experiences and contacts in Paris and 
elsewhere, Talbi also developed an interest in Christian-Muslim 
relations, and he made an important contribution to their development 
with the publication in 1972/1392 of a short work entitled Islam et 
Dialogue™ Originally delivered as a public lecture in Rome, this paper 
stressed the importance for Islam of developing dialogue in order to re- 
establish contact with the world at large. Christianity, he suggested, 
had never lost this contact, as could be seen in the number of 
specialists in Islamic Studies: 

In every domain and in every scientific discipline the Church can 
produce people qualified to enter into dialogue . . . And what is 
Islam doing in face of such an unprecedented effort by the 
Church? It offers us a theology whose evolution practically came 
to an end in the 12th century. 79 

For the future the task is to avoid polemic and renounce the goal of 
the conversion of the other. Building on the precedent of Muslim 
writers such as al-Ghazall (1058/450-1 1 1 1/505) or Muhammad Abduh 
(1849/1265-1905/1323), Talbi suggests that there are certain circum- 
stances in which non-Muslims can be saved, particularly on the basis 
of sincerity and an honest life. 80 

It is not impossible, therefore, neither for Islam nor for Chris- 
tianity, nor indeed for the other main religions, on the basis of 
their texts and with the support even of a certain ancient 
theological tradition, to elaborate a theology which would allow 
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for a certain degree of plurality in the ways of salvation, were it 
only because one cannot forbid Divine Goodness from overflow- 
ing, in a gesture of justice, of mercy and of love, beyond the strict 
limits of any given Church in order to embrace all men of good 
will who live exemplary lives. In the end God remains entirely 
and freely the one who judges, and we must abandon ourselves 
confidently to His Wisdom. In any case we must abstain from 
passing judgement in His place. 81 

Talbi does not go on to espouse 'pluralism' in the fullest sense, 
however: his reference to 'a certain degree of plurality' is therefore 
important, and he goes on to insist that he is aware of the danger of 
relativism. 'I trust that my readers will have understood that in my way 
of seeing things such a danger exists only for one who is not a true 
believer. For the true believer the epicentre of the faith he professes and 
to which he gives witness continues to be the Absolute.' 82 

In a more personal later article Talbi provides an outline of how his 
thinking evolved towards these views. 83 His earliest schooling was in a 
French milieu. As he went to and fro from school he would pass a shop 
window which displayed parallel passages from the Bible and the 
Qur'an; inside sat the (presumably Protestant) missionary at his desk. 
As he entered the new 'European' town, he would also pass a statue of 
Cardinal Lavigerie (1825/1240-1892/1309), the Archbishop of Algiers 
and the founder of the White Fathers. His time in Paris was very 
important: he attended Mass with his landlady, and he sat at the feet of 
Louis Massignon and Regis Blachere, who was an agnostic but whose 
critical approach to texts, including the Qur'an, impressed him. Later 
he refers to two figures who influenced his thinking about religious 
diversity: 

The late German Jesuit Karl Rahner . . . was of the view that God 
is willing the salvation of everyone, and that this salvation has 
been made possible by the life, death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ. He developed the idea that those who he calls 'the 
anonymous Christians' may be, within some parameters, saved 
by God's grace outside the confines of the 'visible church'. As far 
as I am personally concerned, and mutatis mutandis of course, I 
do not feel myself very far from Rahner's general frame of 
thought . . . 

More recently, and on a much larger scale, John Hick, who is 
more philosopher than theologian, questioned the uniqueness, 
decisiveness, and even the centrality of Jesus Christ as the single 
way of salvation. But Hick is a rather controversial figure, and his 
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Copernican Revolution, putting God, and not Christianity, at the 
heart of our universe, has little chance of prevailing. If all 
religions, equally and without preliminary conditions, save, 
we cannot avoid relativism, and relativism is the ruin of the 
very notion of Truth. 84 

Most recently, in two works published in Tunis, Professor Talbi has 
brought together in Arabic his reflections on many of the themes 
which have preoccupied him during his life. The first is entitled 'Iydl 
alldh: afkdr jadida fi 'aldqdt al-muslim bi-ghayrihi (The Children of 
God: New Thoughts on the Muslim's Relationships with Others), and 
the second Ummat al-wasat: al-isldm wa tahaddiydt al-mu'dsardt 
(The Middle Community: Islam and the Challenges of Modernity). 85 
The first of these is based on conversations between Talbi and two 
fellow professors in the University of Tunis,- its three parts focus 
mainly on Professor Taibi's autobiography, the text and meaning of 
the Qur'an, particularly with respect to political questions, and ques- 
tions relating to law, including such difficult issues as homosexuality 
and polygamy. The second volume then addresses modernity in gen- 
eral, Qur'anic exegesis and Islamic history, including the significance 
of the early Muslim community's change of qibla (direction of prayer) 
from Jerusalem to Mecca, religious freedom, discussed both in the 
context of the modern debate about human rights and in the context of 
the ideals and the realities of medieval Andalucia, the significance of 
Darwin's theory of evolution, and the position of women, which is 
again discussed both with reference to particular Qur'anic verses and 
the historical realities of medieval Spain. Throughout, in a clear 
testimony to the influence of Henri Bergson on Talbi's thought, there 
is a stress on the great importance of a reading of the Qur'an which is 
dynamic and forward-looking, rather than static and backward-look- 
ing; this, Talbi insists, is not betrayal but fidelity to the original 
message of the Qur'an. 

Many of the ideas in these volumes are not new, building on and in 
some cases based on articles previously published elsewhere in either 
English or French, but their being made available in Arabic is extre- 
mely significant, and they have caused considerable controversy in 
some parts of the Arab world, including Morocco. In his discussion of 
the first of the two books, Ron Nettler highlights Talbi's view that the 
best way to deal with religious pluralism [al-ta ' addudiyya) is through a 
recognition of the simple fact of difference [al-ikhtildf], a concept 
which is well-established within Islam with respect to the four schools 
of law, whose differences are regarded as permissible and are therefore 
tolerated, and which Talbi suggests should be extended to incorporate 
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different religious traditions. 86 The way in which Talbi sees the 
relationship between Islam on the one hand and Judaism and Chris- 
tianity on the other is therefore that the message of Islam succeeds but 
does not supersede the earlier messages: Islam completes or fulfils the 
earlier revelations, but this does not mean replacing them, for the 
Qur'an itself speaks of its message both confirming and guarding what 
had come before (5: 48). Quoting the words of the New Testament, 
Matthew 5: 17, where Jesus says that he has come not to refute or 
abolish the law, but to complete or fulfil it, Talbi thus suggests that 
Islam is to Judaism and Christianity as Christianity is to Judaism, and 
once again this makes clear the way in which his views are essentially 
'inclusivist'. 87 

It is more difficult to point to any Muslim writer about Christianity 
or other religions in general who could easily be called a 'pluralist', in 
the sense in which the word has been used earlier with reference to 
John Hick or Wilfred Cantwell Smith. There is, however, what could be 
called a kind of 'proto-pluralism' which can be seen emerging in the 
writings of a number of young Turkish Muslim writers who have 
undertaken research either on different approaches to the philosophi- 
cal question of religious pluralism or on different Christian approaches 
to Islam. 

Thus Adnan Asian, a Research Fellow at the Center for Islamic 
Studies in Istanbul, in his PhD thesis submitted to the University of 
Lancaster, investigated the attitudes to religious pluralism of John 
Hick and the Iranian thinker Seyyed Hossein Nasr (b. 1933/1352). The 
biographies and ideas of both thinkers are thoroughly surveyed and 
analysed, and Asian shows how Hick was influenced by Wilfred 
Cantwell Smith, while Nasr was perhaps more influenced by a thinker 
such as the Swiss metaphysician who converted to Islam, Frithjof 
Schuon, and the ideas of the 'Perennial Philosophy'. 88 One conse- 
quence of these influences is that Hick is perhaps readier to acknowl- 
edge and support evolution, given Smith's concept of 'the cumulative 
tradition', whereas Nasr hankers after an understanding of tradition 
which has behind it the concept of the unchanging essence of sacred 
truth. Asian makes quite explicit his preference for Nasr's view: Hick 
is too much of an empiricist for him, and he has a higher opinion of 
Nasr's emphasis on the transforming power of sacred knowledge, so 
that Nasr's 'traditional point-of-view', 'Islamic orthodoxy', and 'reli- 
gious' hypothesis of religious pluralism is definitely preferred to Hick's 
'modern outlook', 'liberalism', and 'secular' hypothesis of religious 
pluralism. But both writers' life-stories and systems of thought are 
thoroughly investigated and sympathetically discussed, and given the 
extent to which Hick's 'pluralist' views have been controversial within 
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his own Christian community, this is no mean feat for a Muslim 
writer. 89 

Mahmud Aydin, who has more recently completed a PhD in the 
University of Birmingham, perhaps goes further. His thesis focused on 
modern Western Christian thinking, both Catholic and Protestant, 
about Islam, with particular reference to the person of Muhammad and 
the Qur'an, and the conclusion of the thesis makes some interesting 
suggestions concerning what Muslims might learn from the Western 
Christian re-thinking which has been examined earlier in the thesis. 
Four specific recommendations are made, involving the establishment 
of a Muslim organisation specifically devoted to Inter-faith Dialogue, 
the undertaking of more Muslim research on Christianity, the need to 
publish some guidelines concerning dialogue, and the importance of 
formulating a new theology of religions, which might include a re- 
reading of the Qur'an. Elsewhere in the thesis Hick is specifically 
commended as an example for Muslims, because of his readiness to re- 
examine not only his tradition's view of other religious communities, 
but also his tradition itself, and this seems to be moving further 
towards a commendation of Hick's kind of 'pluralism'. 90 

There are, of course, many other Muslim writers whose opinions 
could have been referred to as illustrations of the diversity of con- 
temporary Muslim thinking about Christianity, for example the great 
Indian-born scholar of Islamic thought, Fazlur Rahman (1919/1332- 
1988/1408), who wrote several articles on Judaism and Christianity. 
But Rahman's views on this topic are in many respects very traditional, 
and he does not seem to have had very much real engagement with 
contemporary Jews and Christians. 91 The book Christian-Muslim 
Relations: Yesterday, Today, Tomorrow, contains three papers in 
which there is some interesting analysis of the history of Christian- 
Muslim relations: the first includes the ready acknowledgement that 
there is a serious lack of systematic studies of Christianity by Muslims, 
and the second concedes that Christians should be given the credit for 
many positive initiatives to promote better understanding between the 
two communities; but the third is slightly more strident and alarmist 
in tone, and this rather undoes the more optimistic mood created by 
the first two papers. 92 One piece of work which is currently in progress, 
and whose publication is eagerly awaited not least because of its 
assured originality, is Shabbir Akhtar's biography of Paul. Some of 
Paul's teaching has been discussed by Muslim writers before, both in 
the medieval period by a writer such as Abd al-Jabbar and more 
recently by Isma " il al-Faruqi, but their development has never been 
located in the context of Paul's biography, so Akhtar's study should 
shed real light on an important stage of Christian development which 
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may also have significant implications within the Muslim community, 
not least as regards the relationship between Arab and non-Arab 
Muslims. 93 fust as it has been possible to give only a sample of modern 
Christian thinking about Islam, however, so it has been possible to 
survey only some Muslim writers about Christianity. But even this 
gives some insight into the wide range of current Muslim thinking on 
this topic. 94 

NOTES 
i . See J. Waardenburg (ed. ), Classical Approaches to the Study of Religion, 
2 vols, The Hague: Mouton, 1973 and 1974, and F. Whaling (ed.), 
Contemporary Approaches to the Study of Religion, 2 vols, Berlin: 
Mouton, 1983 and 1985. 

2. E. Said, Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient, 2nd edn, 
London: Penguin, 1995, Covering Islam: how the Media and the Experts 
Determine how we see the Rest of the World, 2nd edn, London: Vintage, 

1997, and Culture and Imperialism, London: Chatto and Windus, 1993. 
See also the articles of the Palestinian Muslim A. L. Tibawi, 'English- 
speaking Orientalists: a Critique of their Approach to Islam and Arab 
Nationalism', in Muslim World, 53 (1963), pp. 185-204 and 298^13, and 
'Second Critique of English-speaking Orientalists and their Approach to 
Islam and the Arabs', in Islamic Quarterly, 13 (1979), pp. 3-54. 

3. M. Douglas, Evans-Pritchard, London: Fontana, 1980, p. 43. 

4. E. E. Evans-Pritchard, The Sanusi of Cyrenaica, Oxford University Press, 
1949, p. iii. 

5. Douglas, Evans-Pritchard, p. 43. 

6. E. J. Sharpe, Comparative Religion: a History, 2nd edn, London: Duck- 
worth, 1986, p. 11. For the first three Muslim writers see H. P. Goddard, 
Muslim Perceptions of Christianity, London: Grey Seal, 1996, Chapter 2. 
On al-Shahrastam, see A. K. Kazi and J. G Flynn, Muslim Sects and 
Divisions, London: Kegan Paul International, 1984; W. M. Watt, 'A 
Muslim Account of Christian Doctrine', in Hamdard Islamicus, 6 
(1983), pp. 57-68; and B. B. Lawrence, Shahrastani on the Indian 
Religions, The Hague: Mouton, 1976. 

7. See M. Rodinson, 'Western Views of the Muslim World', in Rodinson, 
Europe and the Mystique of Islam, London: LB. Tauris, 1988, pp. 3-82, 
esp. pp. 40-8; A.H. Hourani, Islam in European Thought, Cambridge 
University Press, 1991, pp. 7-60, esp. pp. 12-14; G Endress, An Intro- 
duction to Islam, Edinburgh University Press, 1988, Chapter 2; N. 
Matar, Islam in Britain, 1558-1685, Cambridge University Press, 

1998, Chapter 3; and C. E. Butterworth and B. A. Kessel (eds), The 
Introduction of Arabic Philosophy into Europe, Leiden: Brill, 1994. 

8. Rodinson, 'Western Views . . .', pp. 46-7. 

9. For some readings which illustrate the full range of attitudes towards 
Islam in this period, see D. A. Pailin, Attitudes to Other Religions: 
Comparative Religion in Seventeenth and Eighteenth Century Britain, 
Manchester University Press, 1984, pp. 81-104, 198-222, and 269-73. 

10. R. Halsband, C. Pick, and D. Murphy (eds), Embassy to Constantinople: 
the Travels of Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, London: Century, 1988. See 
also B. Lewis, Islam in History, London: Alcove, 1973, pp. 37-40, and E. 



NEW THINKING IN THE I9TH/13TH AND 2OTH/14.TH CENTURIES 

W. Fernea, 'An Early Ethnographer of Middle Eastern Women: Lady Mary 
Wortley Montagu (1689-1762)', in Journal of Near Eastern Studies, 40 
(1981), pp. 329-38. 

11. See A. H. Hourani, 'Volney and the Ruin of Empires', in Hourani, Europe 
and the Middle East, London: Macmillan, 1980, pp. 81-6. 

12. E. W. Lane, An Account of the Manners and Customs of the Modern 
Egyptians, 5th edn, reprinted New York: Dover, 1973. For Said's view, 
see Orientalism, pp. 158-66. 

13. C. Doughty, Travels in Arabia Deserta, 2 vols, 3rd edn, reprinted New 
York: Dover, 1979. 

14. R. Burton, Personal Narrative of a Pilgrimage to al-Madinah and Mec- 
cah, 2 vols, Memorial edn, reprinted New York: Dover, 1964. See also A. 
Ralli, Christians at Mecca, London: Heinemann, 1909; A. Jeffery, 'Chris- 
tians at Mecca', in Muslim World, 19 (1929), pp. 221-35, and R. Bidwell, 
Travellers in Arabia, London: Hamlyn, 1976. For Said's view of Burton, 
see Orientalism, pp. 194—7. 

15. S. Hurgronje, Mekka, 2 vols, The Hague: Nijhoff, 1888 and 1889, vol. II 
translated into English by J. H. Monahan, Mecca in the Latter Part of the 
Nineteenth Century, Leiden: Brill, 1931, and E.C. Rutter, The Holy 
Cities of Arabia, 2 vols, New York: Putnams, 1928. 

16. See J. Sweetman, The Oriental Obsession: Islamic Inspiration in British 
and American Art and Architecture 1 500-1 920, Cambridge University 
Press, 1987, esp. pp. 12, 13, 104-11, 189-92, and 219-21. 

17. See A. Murray, (ed.), Sir William fones 1746-94: a Commemoration, 
Oxford University Press, 1998; Pailin, Attitudes, pp. 247-52; and Said, 
Orientalism, pp. 77-9. 

18. See Rodinson, 'Western Views . . .', pp. 53-4 and 56-7; Hourani, Islam 
in European Thought, pp. 19 and 34; Endress, Introduction to Islam, pp. 
12-13; and Said, Orientalism, pp. 167-8 and 152. 

19. Hourani, Islam in European Thought, pp. 32-3, and Said, Orientalism, 
pp. 123-30. 

20. Hourani, Islam in European, p. 41, and Said, Orientalism, pp. 255-7. 

21. J. Waardenburg, LTslam dans le Miroir de 1 'Occident, Paris: Mouton, 
1962. See also Hourani, Islam in European Thought, pp. 36-41 on 
Goldziher, and p. 50 on Macdonald, and Said, Orientalism, pp. 209- 
10 on Goldziher and Macdonald, and pp. 276-8 on Macdonald. For more 
detail on the two figures see R. Simon, Ignaz Goldziher: his Life and 
Scholarship as Reflected in his Works and Correspondence, Leiden: 
Brill, 1986; Macdonald's own autobiographical notes in Hartford Semin- 
ary Foundation Bulletin, 1 (June 1946); and P. Ipema, The Islam Inter- 
pretations of Duncan B. Macdonald, Samuel M. Zwemer, A. Kenneth 
Cragg and Wilfred C. Smith: an Analytical Comparison and Evaluation, 
unpublished PhD thesis, Hartford Seminary, 1971. Goldziher's lectures 
were originally published in 1910 (Heidelberg: Winter), and translated 
into English as Introduction to Islamic Theology and Law, Princeton 
University Press, 1981; Macdonald's work was first published in 1903 by 
Russell and Russell, New York. 

22. A. Hussain, R. Olson, and J. Qureshi (eds), Orientalism, Islam and 
Islamists, Brattleboro VT: Amana, 1984. See Chapter 5 (G E. Pruett) 
on Macdonald, Chapter 6 (Z. H. Faruqi) on Gibb, Chapter 7 (B. S Turner) 
on von Grunebaum, Chapter 8 (J. Qureshi) on Cragg, and Chapter 9 (S. S. 
Nyang and S. Abed-Rabbo) on Lewis; there is also considerable discus- 



169 



A HISTORY OF CHRISTIAN-MUSLIM RELATIONS 

sion of Gibb and von Grunebaum in Chapter 3 (G. E. Pruett). For a 
different view of Gibb, see A. H. Hourani, 'H. A. R. Gibb: the Vocation of 
an Orientalist', in Hourani, Europe and the Middle East, London: 
Macmillan, 1980, pp. 104-34. Said discusses Gibb and Massignon in 
Orientalism, pp. 255-84. 

23. C.E. Padwick, Temple Gairdner of Cairo, 2nd edn, London: SPCK, 1930, 
pp. 204-20. 

24. See Hourani, 'H.A.R. Gibb. . .', p. 104; the unpublished diary of a trip to 
Egypt in 1902/1319 by Mrs. J. M. Campbell, pp. 16-17; and Said, 
Orientalism, p. 275. 

25. See his 'Common Notions concerning Religion' from his De Veritate, in 
O. C. Thomas (ed.), Attitudes toward Other Religions, London: SCM, 
1969, pp. 32-48, and also in R. Plantinga (ed.), Christianity and Plural- 
ism, Oxford: Blackwell, 1999, pp. 169-81. See also Pailin, Attitudes, pp. 
162-70 and 266-91, and R. A. Johnson, 'Natural Religion, Common 
Notions and the Study of Religions: Lord Herbert of Cherbury (1583- 
1648)', in Religion, 24 (1994), pp. 213-24. 

26. See Plantinga, Christianity and Pluralism, pp. 182-7, and K-J. Kuschel, 
Abraham: a Symbol of Hope for Jews, Christians and Muslims, London: 
SCM, 1995, p. 193. 

27. See the extract from his On Religion, in Thomas, Attitudes toward other 
Religions, pp. 51-69, and the extract from The Christian Faith in 
Plantinga, Christianity and Pluralism, pp. 190-208, and also Hourani, 
Islam in European Thought, pp. 23^1. 

28. See on the one hand his The Absoluteness of Christianity and the 
History of Religions, first published in 1902, English translation by 
David Reid, Richmond VA: John Knox Press, 1971, and on the other 
his lecture 'The Place of Christianity among the World Religions', a 
lecture originally delivered in Oxford in 1923/1342, shortly before his 
death, in Thomas, Attitudes towards Other Religions, pp. 73-91, and 
also in Plantinga, Christianity and Pluralism, pp. 21 1-22 and J. Hick and 
B. Hebblethwaite (eds), Christianity and Other Religions, London: Fon- 
tana, 1980, pp. 11-31. See also R. Bernhardt, Christianity without 
Absolutes, London: SCM, 1994, pp. 96-9. 

29. There is now an abundance of material on these three points of view, but 
see especially A. Race, Christians and Religious Pluralism, London: 
SCM, 2nd edn, 1993; P. K. Knitter, No Other Name' A Critical Survey of 
Christian Attitudes toward the World Religions, London: SCM, 1985; 
M. Barnes, Christian Identity and Religious Pluralism: Religions in 
Conversation, London: SPCK, 1989, Part L and G. D'Costa, Theology 
and Religious Pluralism, Oxford: Blackwell, 1986, which investigates 
the question through a focus on three representative thinkers, Hendrik 
Kraemer (who will be investigated further below), Karl Rahner, and John 
Hick. See also the anthologies of Thomas, Attitudes towards Other 
Religions, Hick and Hebblethwaite, Christianity and Other Religions, 
and Plantinga, Christianity and Pluralism, and for a robust debate 
between 'inclusivists' and 'pluralists', J. Hick and P. Knitter (eds), The 
Myth of Christian Uniqueness, London: SCM, 1987, and G D'Costa 
(ed.), Christian Uniqueness Reconsidered: the Myth of a Pluralistic 
Theology of Religions, Maryknoll NY: Orbis, 1990. 

30. For an evangelical who leans towards 'inclusivism' see J. Sanders, No 
Other Name, London: SPCK, 1994; for a suggestion that the Roman 



170 



NEW THINKING IN THE I9TH/13TH AND 2OTH/14.TH CENTURIES 

Catholic theologian Hans Kting has become a 'pluralist' see S. Cow- 
dell, 'Hans Kiing and World Religions: the Emergence of a Pluralist', 
in Theology, March 1989, pp. 85-92. For an account of Hick's change 
of opinion by Hick himself, see his 'Introduction: a Spiritual Pilgrim- 
age', in his God Has Many Names, London: Macmillan, 1980, pp. 1- 
9. 

31. See I. Markham, 'Creating Options: Shattering the "Exclusivist, Inclu- 
sivist, and Pluralist" Paradigm', in New Blackfriars, January 1993, pp. 
33-41 (with a reply by G. D'Costa). 

32. E.J. Sharpe, Faith Meets Faith: Some Christian Attitudes to Hinduism in 
the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries, London: SCM, 1977, and Not 
to Destroy but to Fulfil: the Contribution of J.N. Farquhar to Protestant 
Missionary Thought in India before 1914, Uppsala: Swedish Institute of 
Missionary Research 1965. 

33. C. Bennett, Victorian Images of Islam, London: Grey Seal, 1992, and K. 
Cracknell, Justice, Courtesy and Love: Theologians and Missionaries 
Encountering World Religions, 1846-1910, London: Epworth, 1995. 

34. See the statement to this effect in the report of the Doctrine Commission 
of the Church of England, Believing in the Church, London: SPCK, 1981, 
esp. pp. 258 and 300-1, and the Commission's later attempts to address 
the question in We Believe in God, London: Church House Publishing, 
1987, esp. pp. 13-14 and 133-5, and The Mystery of Salvation, London: 
Church House Publishing, 1995, Chapter 7. 

35. See for example C. Gunton (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to 
Christian Doctrine, Cambridge University Press, 1997; P. Esler (ed.), 
Christianity in the Twenty-First Century, Edinburgh: T. and T. Clark, 
1998; and D. G Mullan (ed.), Religious Pluralism in the West: an 
Anthology, Oxford: Blackwell, 1998, which looks only at intra-Chris- 
tian (i.e. denominational) pluralism, rather than inter-religious plural- 
ism. 

36. W. E. Hocking (ed.), Rethinking Missions: a Laymen's Enquiry, New 
York: Harper, 1933. 

37. T. Yates, Christian Mission in the Twentieth Century, Cambridge 
University Press, 1994, p. 72. 

38. See D'Costa, Christian Uniqueness Reconsidered, Chapter 3; Yates, 
Christian Mission, pp. 105-17; and C. F. Hallencreutz, Kraemer towards 
Tambaram: a Study in Hendrik Kraemer's Missionary Approach, Up- 
psala: Swedish Institute of Missionary Research, 1966. 

39. See Race, Christians and Religions Pluralism, p. 16, for Barth's remark. 

40. H. Kraemer, The Christian Message in a Non-Christian World, London: 
Edinburgh House Press, 1938, pp. 216-17. 

41. Ibid., p. 220. 

42. Ibid., p. 221. 

43. See Race, Christianity and Religious Pluralism, pp. 14-16 and 23-4. For 
a later statement by Kraemer himself, see Plantinga, Christianity and 
Pluralism, pp. 245-66. 

44. From Hick and Hebblethwaite, Christianity and Other Religions, pp. 
82-3; also in Plantinga, Christianity and Pluralism, pp. 305-8. 

45. See Plantinga, Christianity and Pluralism, pp. 124-5 for the 1302/702 
statement and pp. 305-8 for the whole 1965/1385 statement. 

46. A. O'Mahony, 'Mysticism and Politics: Louis Massignon, Shi'a Islam, 
Iran and Ali Shari'ati - a Muslim-Christian Encounter', in A. Jones (ed. ), 



171 



A HISTORY OF CHRISTIAN-MUSLIM RELATIONS 

University Lectures in Islamic Studies, vol. II, London: Altajir World of 
Islam Trust, 1998, pp. 115-16. 

47. B. Breiner, 'Louis Massignon: an Interpretive Essay', in Newsletter of the 
Centre for the Study of Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations, (Bir- 
mingham), No. 14 (May 1985), p. 25. 

48. See R. Caspar, 'Islam according to Vatican II', in M. L. Fitzgerald and R. 
Caspar, Signs of Dialogue: Christian Encounter with Muslims, Philip- 
pines: Silsilah Publications, 1992, Chapter 11, and D. Macpherson, 'The 
Second Vatican Council and the Future of Christian-Muslim Dialogue', 
in Jones, University Lectures, pp. 31-47. 

49. An early study of Massignon was in J. Waardenburg, L'Islam dans le 
Miroir de 1'Occident, The Hague: Mouton 1962. For Catholic apprecia- 
tions see C. W. Troll, 'Islam and Christianity Interacting in the Life of an 
Outstanding Christian Scholar of Islam: the Case of Louis Massignon 
(1883-1962)', in Islam and the Modern Age, 15 (1984), pp. 157-66; S. H. 
Griffith, 'Sharing the Faith of Abraham: the "credo" of Louis Massignon', 
in Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations, 8 (1997), pp. 193-210; and D. 
B. Burrell, 'Mind and Heart at the Service of Muslim-Christian Under- 
standing: Louis Massignon as Trail-Blazer', in Muslim World, 88 (1998), 
pp. 268-78. For other views see J. Baldick, 'Massignon: Man of Oppo- 
sites', in Religious Studies, 23 (1987), pp. 29-39; N. Robinson, 'Mas- 
signon, Vatican II and Islam as an Abrahamic Religion', in Islam and 
Christian-Muslim Relations, 2 (1991), pp. 182-205; and Breiner, 'Louis 
Massignon. . .', pp. 19-26. For his influence on Muslims, see S. H. Nasr, 
'In Commemoration of Louis Massignon: Catholic Scholar, Islamicist 
and Mystic', in Traditional Islam in the Modern World, London: Kegan 
Paul International, 1987, pp. 253-72; O'Mahony, 'Mysticism and Poli- 
tics. . .', pp. 113-34; and H. P. Goddard, 'Christianity from the Muslim 
Perspective: Varieties and Changes', in J. Waardenburg (ed.), Islam and 
Christianity: Mutual Perceptions since the mid-Twentieth Century, 
Louvain: Peters, 1998, pp. 213-55, esp. pp. 221, 248, and 250. See also 
D. Massignon (ed.), [Massignon's son], Presence de Louis Massignon: 
Hommages et Te'moignages , Paris: Maisonneuve et Larose, 1987; M. L. 
Gude, Louis Massignon: the Crucible of Compassion, University of 
Notre Dame Press, 1996; and H. Fattah, 'Report on the Conference 
"Louis Massignon: the Vocation of a Scholar": Notre Dame University, 
Indiana, 2-5.10.1997', in Bulletin of the Royal Institute for Inter-Faith 
Studies, 1 (1999), pp. 212-17. 

50. See A. K. Cragg, The Call of the Minaret, 2nd edn, London: Collins, 1985, 
and his three books on the Qur'an, The Event of the Quran: Islam in its 
Scripture, London: Allen and Unwin, 1971, The Mind of the Quran: 
Chapters in Reflection, London: Allen and Unwin, 1973, and Readings in 
the Quran, London: Collins, 1988. 

51. A. K. Cragg, 'Being Christian and Being Muslim: a Personal Debate', in 
Religion, 10 (1980), pp. 196-207. The quotation is from p. 197. On Cragg, 
see Ipema, Islam Interpretations-, Yates, Christian Mission, pp. 150-5; C. 
Lamb, The Call to Retrieval: Kenneth Cragg's Christian Vocation of 
Islam, London: Grey Seal, 1997; and J. Qureshi, ' "Alongsidedness - in 
Good Faith?": an Essay on Kenneth Cragg', in Hussain, Olson and 
Qureshi, Orientalism, Islam and Islamists, pp. 203-58. The editors' 
Introduction to this book contains a particularly snide comment on 
Cragg's work, which could serve very well as an example of what might 



172 



NEW THINKING IN THE I9TH/13TH AND 2OTH/14.TH CENTURIES 

be called 'secular fundamentalism': 'Cragg's writings, as perhaps could 
be expected from a Christian clergyman, suffer from the intrinsic 
limitations of his own world views.' (Ibid., p. 4). 

52. G. Khodr, 'Christianity in a Pluralistic World: the Economy of the Holy 
Spirit', in Sobomost, 6 (1971), p. 170. 

53. W. C. Smith, Modern Islam in India, 2nd edn, Lahore: Ashraf, 1946, 
Islam in Modern History, Princeton University Press, 1957, and The 
Meaning and End of Religion, New York: Macmillan, 1962. 

54. W. C. Smith, 'Christian-Muslim Relations: the Theological Dimension', 
in Studies in Inter-Religious Dialogue, 1 (1991 ), pp. 22-3. See also W. C. 
Smith, On Understanding Islam, The Hague: Mouton, 1981, esp. Part 
IV, 'Muslim-Christian Relations.' 

55. W. C. Smith, Towards a World Theology, London: Macmillan, 1981. On 
Smith see E. J. Hughes, Wilfred Cantwell Smith: a Theology for the 
World, London: SCM, 1986; L. Gilkey and H. Smith, 'Wilfred Cantwell 
Smith: Early Opus and Recent Trilogy', in Religious Studies Review, 7 
(1981), pp. 298-310; and Ipema, Islam Interpretations-, and for a compar- 
ison of Cragg and Smith, see R. J. Jones, 'Wilfred Cantwell Smith and 
Kenneth Cragg on Islam as a Way of Salvation', in International Bulletin 
of Missionary Research, 16 (1992), pp. 105-10. 

56. H. Kung, fudaism, London: SCM, 1992, and Christianity, London: SCM, 
1995. 

57. See J. I. Smith, 'Some Contemporary Protestant Theological Reflections 
on Pluralism: Implications for Christian-Muslim Understanding', in 
Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations, 8 (1997), pp. 67-83, which as 
well as Zwemer, Cragg, Smith and Hick, looks at Phil Parshall and John 
B.Cobb Jr. 

58. On the limitations of the scheme, see H. P. Goddard, 'The Salvific Value 
of Other Faiths with Special Reference to Islam', Christian-Muslim 
Reflections, Centre for the Study of Islam and Christian-Muslim Rela- 
tions, (Birmingham), 2 (1994), pp. 1-15. For an overview of Christian 
thinking about Islam during the last fifty years, see the first three 
chapters of J. Waardenburg (ed.), Islam and Christianity: Mutual Percep- 
tions since the mid-Twentieth Century, Louvain: Peters, 1998, which 
look respectively at Catholic (C.W. Troll), Protestant (J.-C. Basset), and 
Orthodox (A. Argyriou) opinion; and for a survey of both popular and 
scholarly contemporary Christian literature about Islam, see K. Zebiri, 
Muslims and Christians Face to Face, Oxford, Oneworld, 1997, esp. 
Chapters 3 and 5. 

59. See Arabia, No. 59 (July 1986), pp. 14-17. 

60. See A. H. Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age, 1 798-1939, 2nd 
edn, Oxford University Press, 1970, Chapter 1 1; G. Antonius, The Arab 
Awakening, London: Hamish Hamilton, 1939; and I. J. Boullata, Trends 
and Issues in Contemporary Arab Thought, State University of New 
York Press, 1990. 

61. I. R. al-Faruqi, On Arabism: 'Urubah and Religion, Amsterdam: Djam- 
batan, 1962, pp. 11 and 12. 

62. I. R. al-Faruqi, Christian Ethics: a Historical and Systematic Analysis of 
its Dominant Ideas, McGill University Press, 1967. 

63. Ibid., p. vi. 

64. Ibid., p. vii. 

65. Ibid. 



173 



A HISTORY OF CHRISTIAN-MUSLIM RELATIONS 

66. This line of argument can be traced back at least as far as Abd al-Jabbar 
(d. 1025/416). See S. M. Stern. ''Abd al-Jabbar's Account of how Christ's 
Religion was Falsified by the Adoption of Roman Customs', in Journal of 
Theological Studies, 19 (1968), pp. 128-85. 

67. I. R. al-Faruqi, Islam and the Problem of Israel, London: Islamic Council 
of Europe, 1980. There is an extract from Chapter 10 of this book in J. L. 
Esposito (ed.), Voices of Resurgent Islam, Oxford University Press, 1983, 
pp. 261-7. 

68. I. R. al-Faruqi (ed.), Trialogue of the Abrahamic Faiths, Washington DC: 
International Institute of Islamic Thought, 1982. 

69. I. R. al-Faruqi, Islam and Other Faiths, ed. A. Siddiqui, Leicester: Islamic 
Foundation, 1998. 

70. I. R. al-Faruqi, 'Rights of non-Muslims under Islam: Social and Cultural 
Aspects', originally published in Journal of the Institute of Muslim 
Minority Affairs, 1 (1979), pp. 90-102. See also the discussion in the 
same journal, vols. 6 and 7. 

71. I. R. al-Faruqi, 'Islam and Christianity: Diatribe or Dialogue?', originally 
published in fournal of Ecumenical Studies, 5 (1968), pp. 45-77. 

72. Faruqi, Islam and Other Faiths, p. 247. 

73. Faruqi, Christian Ethics, p. v. 

74. L. Poston, Islamic Da 'wah in the West: Muslim Missionary Activity and 
the Dynamics of Conversion to Islam, Oxford University Press, 1992, p. 
191, note 7. 

75. See also J. L. Esposito, 'Ismail R. Al-Faruqi: Muslim Scholar- Activist', 
in Y. Y. Haddad (ed.), The Muslims of America, Oxford University 
Press, 1991, pp. 65-79, and K. Zebiri, 'Relations between Muslims and 
non-Muslims in the Thought of Western-Educated Muslim Intellec- 
tuals', in Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations, 6 (1995), pp. 258-62, 
and A. Siddiqui's 'Introduction' in Faruqi, Islam and Other Faiths, pp. 
xi-xxix. 

76. Abu Bakr Muhammad ibn al-Walid al-Turtushi, Kitdb al-hawddith wa'l- 
bid'a, ed. M. Talbi, Tunis: al-matba'a al-rasmiyya li'1-jumhuriyya al- 
tunisiyya, 1 959, reviewed by M. S. Kister in Journal of Semitic Studies, 6 
(1961), pp. 137-42. 

77. M. Talbi, 'Le Christianism Maghrebin: de la Conquete Musulmane a sa 
Disparition', in M. Gervers and R. J. Bikhazi (eds), Conversion and 
Continuity: Indigenous Christian Communities in Islamic Lands, 
Eighth to Eighteenth Centuries, Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medie- 
val Studies, 1990, pp. 313-51. 

78. M. Talbi, Islam et Dialogue: Reflexion sur un Theme d'Actualite, Tunis: 
Maison Tunisienne de l'Edition, 1972. An English translation can be 
found in R. W. Rousseau (ed.), Christianity and Islam: the Struggling 
Dialogue, Scranton PA: Ridge Row Press, 1985, pp. 53-73, reproduced in 
P. J. Griffiths (ed.), Christianity through non-Christian Eyes, Maryknoll 
NY ; Orbis, 1990, pp. 82-101. 

79. Rousseau, Christianity and Islam, pp. 56-7. 

80. The relevant texts, together with two others, by the medieval Ihkwan al- 
Safa (The Brethren of Purity) and Muhammad Kamil Husain of Egypt 
(1901/1318-1977/1397), have been assembled by a pupil of Professor 
Talbi, Professor Abdelmajid Charfi, in 'L'Islam et les Religions Non 
Musulmanes: Quelques Textes Positifs', in Islamochristiana, 3 (1977), 
pp. 39-63. 



174 



NEW THINKING IN THE I9TH/13TH AND 2OTH/14.TH CENTURIES 

81. Rousseau, Christianity and Islam, p. 63. 

82. See ibid., p. 63, but this translation is mine since the version used by 
Rousseau suggests that the believer continues to be the epicentre! 

83. M. Talbi, 'Unavoidable Dialogue in a Pluralist World: a Personal Ac- 
count', in Encounters, 1 (1995), pp. 56-69. 

84. Ibid., p. 64. 

85. M. Talbi, 'Iydl alldh: afkdr jadfda fl 'aldqdt al-muslim bi-ghayrihi, ed. H. 
ibn 'Uthman, Tunis: Dar Siras, 1992, and Ummat al-wasat: al-isldm wa 
tahaddiydt al-mudsardt, Tunis: Ceres, 1996. 

86. See also M. Talbi, 'Is Cultural and Religious Co-Existence Possible? 
Harmony and the Right to be Different', in Encounters, 1 (1995), pp. 74- 
84. 

87. See R. L. Nettler, 'Mohamed Talbi: "For Dialogue between All Re- 
ligions" ', in R. L. Nettler and S. Taji-Farouki, (eds), Muslim-Jewish 
Relations: Intellectual Traditions and Modern Politics, Amsterdam: 
Harwood Academic Publishers, 1998, pp. 171-99. See also R. L. 
Nettler, 'Mohamed Talbi's Ideas on Islam and Politics: a Conception 
of Islam for the Modern World', in J. Cooper, R. L. Nettler, and M. 
Mahmoud, (eds), Islam and Modernity: Muslim Intellectuals Respond, 
London: Tauris, 1998, pp. 129-55; Zebiri, 'Relations between Muslims 
. . .', pp. 267-70; and H. P. Goddard, 'Christianity from the Muslim 
Perspective: Varieties and Changes', in Waardenburg, Islam and Chris- 
tianity, pp. 246-9. 

88. See F. Schuon, The Transcendent Unity of Religions, London: Faber, 
1953, Islam and the Perennial Philosophy, with a Preface by S. H. Nasr, 
London: World of Islam Festival Publishing, 1976, and Christianity/ 
Islam: Essays on Esoteric Ecumenicism, Bloomington IN: World Wis- 
dom Books, 1985. 

89. A. Asian, Religious Pluralism in Christian and Islamic Philosophy: the 
Thought of John Hick and Seyyed Hossein Nasr, London: Curzon, 1998. 

90. M. Aydin, Modern Western Christian Theological Understanding of 
Muslims since the Second Vatican Council, unpublished PhD thesis, 
University of Birmingham, 1998. See also Aydin, 'Common Values and 
Common Aims', inlslam and Christian-Muslim Relations, 6 (1995), pp. 
279-84, and the article of another Turkish writer, B. Senay, 'The "Re- 
ligious Other" in Islam: Revelation, Diversity, and "Living Together" ', 
in Discernment, 5 (1998), pp. 10-35, which seems to hover on the frontier 
between 'inclusivism' and 'pluralism'. 

91. See F. Rahman, 'The People of the Book and Diversity of "Religions" ', in 
Rahman, Major Themes of the Qufdn, Minneapolis: Bibliotheca Isla- 
mica, 1980, pp. 162-70; Rahman, 'Islam's Attitude towards Judaism', in 
Muslim World, 72 (1982), pp. 1-13; and Rahman, 'Non-Muslim Mino- 
rities in an Islamic State', in Journal of the Institute of Muslim Minority 
Affairs, 7 (1986), pp. 13-24. See also Zebiri, 'Relations between Muslims 
. . .', pp. 262-4. 

92. M. A. Anees, S. Z. Abedin, and Z. Sardar, Christian-Muslim Relations: 
Yesterday, Today, Tomorrow, London: Grey Seal, 1991. 

93. On Akhtar see my paper in Waardenburg, Islam and Christianity, pp. 
223-6. 

94. See H. P. Goddard, Muslim Perceptions of Christianity, London: Grey 
Seal, 1996; Goddard, 'Modern Pakistani and Indian Muslim Perceptions 
of Christianity', in Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations, 5 (1994), pp. 



175 



A HISTORY OF CHRISTIAN-MUSLIM RELATIONS 

165-88; and Goddard, 'Christianity from the Muslim Perspective: Vari- 
eties and Changes', in Waardenburg, Islam and Christianity, pp. 213-55. 
See also the papers by A. Charfi, A. S. Moussalli, and W. Hassab Alia 
(chapters 4 to 6) in the same volume, and Zebiri, Muslims and Christians 
Face to Face, esp. chapters 2 and 4. 



176 



8 

Dialogue or Confrontation! 

THE DIALOGUE MOVEMENT 

One of the results of the fresh thinking which Christians and Muslims 
have been doing about each other in the twentieth/fourteenth century 
has been the emergence of a significant move towards dialogue be- 
tween the two communities. This is not a completely new develop- 
ment, as in earlier centuries we have seen that there have been both 
disputations and debates between Christians and Muslims, but dialo- 
gue is rather different from both of those activities, involving as it does 
both a greater philosophical sophistication, which has become easier 
with the growth of modern critical study of religion, and a greater 
willingness to listen as well as to assert. 

The Second Vatican Council was an important landmark in this 
development, since as well as significantly moving Christian thinking 
on from its traditional 'exclusivism' towards Islam and other religious 
traditions, it also called on Christians and Muslims to forget the past 
and strive sincerely for mutual understanding. This call had already 
been given an institutional form even before the Council's statement 
by the establishment in 1964/1384 of the Secretariat for non-Chris- 
tians, which in 1989/1409 was renamed the Pontifical Council for 
Inter-Religious Dialogue. A parallel shift in opinion was beginning to 
take place among other Christians at roughly the same time, though it 
took slightly longer to develop any institutional form: only in 1971/ 
1391 did the World Council of Churches set up a Sub-Unit for Dialogue 
with People of Living Faiths and Ideologies, but this was the focus of 
some discord between Protestant member churches, some of whom 
entertained some suspicions of the whole idea of dialogue, and some of 
the Orthodox churches which were generally much more positive. In 
1991/1411, as part of a major shake-up of its structure, the WCC (World 
Council of Churches) disbanded the Sub-Unit, and its responsibilities 
were taken over by the Office on Inter-Religious Relations within the 
General Secretariat. 

Each of these bodies produced a set of guidelines for dialogue. The 
Catholic ones, written by Louis Gardet and Joseph Cuoq, were pub- 
lished in 1969/1389, and a second edition, with revisions by Maurice 
Borrmans, was published in 1981/1401, with an English translation 
following in 1990/1410. : It is interesting to compare the two editions, 
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since the changes clearly show the lessons learnt from all the experi- 
ence of Christian-Muslim dialogue accumulated during the 1970s/ 
1390s: the first edition thus devotes much attention to how Christians 
should prepare themselves both practically and spiritually for dialogue, 
not least by informing themselves properly about Islam, whereas the 
second, while not neglecting these things, is rather more specific in 
terms of some of the obstacles to mutual understanding which exist in 
both communities, and in terms of areas where Christians and Mus- 
lims can co-operate or agree, both in the practical arena and on 
theological questions. The English translation of the second edition 
also includes an Appendix which lists the almost thirty international 
conferences on Christian-Muslim dialogue which took place between 
1969/1389 and 1988/1419, with details of their sponsors and organi- 
sers. 2 

The World Council of Churches never produced any guidelines 
specifically for Christian-Muslim dialogue, but it did formulate, in 
1979/1399, some guidelines on Dialogue with People of Living Faiths, 
and these were widely discussed and debated. Because of the nature of 
the World Council of Churches, which by definition is more decen- 
tralised than the Vatican, these never acquired the same status and 
authority as the Catholic guidelines, but they were disseminated and 
discussed in different national and local contexts and undoubtedly 
contributed to raising the awareness of inter-faith issues and helping 
those involved to reflect on what they were doing. Some time later, in 
1992/1412, the WCC's Office on Inter-Religious Relations produced a 
document entitled Issues in Christian-Muslim Relations: Ecumenical 
Considerations, which was intended as a follow-up to the earlier 
guidelines, but it is a much slighter document than the Catholic 
guidelines. 3 

Both the Pontifical Council and the WCC Sub-Unit also arranged 
conferences and seminars, sometimes nationally or regionally and 
sometimes internationally, and one of the most positive features of 
these was the co-operation between the Vatican and the WCC which 
was more or less taken for granted, so that Roman Catholic represen- 
tatives would attend and contribute to conferences organised by the 
WCC and vice versa as a matter of course. One of the most successful 
was the consultation arranged by the WCC in Broumana in Lebanon in 
1972/1392, which brought together twenty-five Christians and twenty- 
two Muslims from all regions of the world to discuss four topics: 
Religions, Nations, and the Search for a World Community; Truth, 
Revelation and Obedience; Community Relationship between Chris- 
tians and Muslims,- and Prayer and Worship. The Memorandum which 
was published at the end of the consultation expressed something of 
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the very positive atmosphere at the meeting, as well as summarising 
the main elements of the discussion and outlining participants' hopes 
for the future. 4 

One of the most interesting Christian-Muslim conferences more 
recently was one held at the Institute for Theology of Religions at the 
Theological Faculty of St Gabriel in Vienna in 1993/1413, at the 
instigation of Dr Alois Mock, the Foreign Minister of Austria, on 
the theme of peace for humanity. Twenty-three Christians and 
twenty-three Muslims from all over the world met for three days to 
discuss this theme, with papers presented by, among others, the 
Muslims Dr Esmat Abdel-Meguid (the Secretary General of the Arab 
League), Mohammed Khatami (who became President of Iran in 1997), 
Prince Hasan of Jordan, Gad al Haq (the Sheikh of al-Azhar), and 
Nurcholish Madjid (the Director of the Indonesian Institute of Sciences 
in Jakarta), and the Christians Georges Khodr (Orthodox Bishop of 
Mount Lebanon), Henri Teissier (Archbishop of Algiers), Cardinal 
Franz Konig of Vienna (who led one of the earliest Christian delega- 
tions to al-Azhar, in 1965/1385) and Cardinal Francis Arinze (the 
President of the Pontifical Council for Inter-religious Dialogue). An 
official 'Vienna Declaration' was issued at the end of the conference, 
and this addressed not only the world's Christians and Muslims but 
also the world's legal and political authorities. 

Many other conferences, far too many to refer to individually, have 
been held in different parts of the world. 6 Of those who have attended 
many of them, it is interesting to compare the reflections on them of 
two people intimately involved in the Vatican and WCC ventures, 
Michael Fitzgerald and Dirk Mulder. 7 In general terms the former is 
much more optimistic than the latter, who points to the opposition to 
the whole idea of dialogue in some quarters within the WCC. The 
Roman Catholic initiative therefore seems to have developed more 
momentum and stamina, not least in recent years because of the 
personal interest of Pope John Paul II, and the vision and initiative 
of the current head of the Pontifical Council, Cardinal Francis Arinze, 
who comes originally from Nigeria, a part of the world where relation- 
ships between Christians and Muslims are a matter of urgent practical 
concern. 8 

Many interesting and important topics have been addressed during 
these conferences, including such controversial subjects as mission, 
and the position of religious minorities. Two of the conferences at 
which discussion became most heated took place in 1976/1396: the 
first took place in Libya, at the initiative of the Arab Socialist Union of 
that country, in collaboration with the Secretariat for non-Christians, 
and caused considerable controversy when the final communique 
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included a number of references to Zionism; and the second, arranged 
by the WCC in Switzerland, focused on mission and da 'wa, with the 
summaries of the discussions that took place only hinting at the 
strength of feeling which this issue sometimes provoked in the parti- 
cipants, who included Isma ' il al-Faruqi. 9 More recently, the issue of 
religious minorities was discussed at a workshop of a 1982/1402 
conference in Sri Lanka, which was organised jointly by the WCC 
and the World Muslim Congress (Mu tamai al- 'dlam al-isldmi), and 
the opening paper of this workshop, by Tom Michel, provoked a lively 
debate in the pages of the Journal of the Institute of Muslim Minority 
Affairs. 10 

The discussion of this kind of issue illustrates the extent to which 
practical factors stimulated the growth of the dialogue movement; it 
was not simply a theological or intellectual venture, therefore. New 
social developments were also significant: in a Western context, with 
migration, especially of Muslims, from former colonies to the different 
countries of Western Europe, and continuing immigration from all 
continents to North America, led to the emergence of much more 
religiously diverse societies; this was matched by the demographic 
realities of religious pluralism in many of the newly independent 
nations of Africa and Asia. Situations such as the Civil War in the 
Lebanon between 1975/1395 and 1991/1411 also gave added impor- 
tance to the task of promoting better understanding and relations 
between Christians and Muslims. Wider trends in the study of theol- 
ogy, religion and philosophy also helped to foster the dialogue move- 
ment, with Christians being compelled to undertake some radical 
rethinking about Christian-Jewish relations in the wake of the Holo- 
caust, and the ideas of two Jewish thinkers, Martin Buber (1878/1295- 
1965/1385), with his stress on the importance of encounter for perceiv- 
ing truth, and Emmanuel Levinas (1906/1324-1995/1416), with his 
insistence on the primacy of the ethical in relationships, being parti- 
cularly important in philosophy. It was developments such as these 
which stimulated interest in dialogue among academic philosophers 
and historians of religions too, as can be seen in the convening of a 
conference in Birmingham in 1970/1390 on Truth and Dialogue, and 
the debates which took place in the International Association for the 
History of Religions concerning Inter-faith Dialogue. 11 

The review of the dialogue movement so far might appear to suggest 
that all of the initiatives for it tended to come from Christians. This is 
acknowledged to some extent by Muslim writers such as M. A. Anees, 
who recognises that 'in the Muslim world . . . there remains a definite 
lack of systematic study of Christianity', and the Moroccan jurist, 
Muhammad Lyazghi, who at a conference for Christians working in 
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Muslim countries stated: 'Muslims are in a period of transition where 
they first have to dialogue with each other, but this will lead to a time 
when people will allow Muslims and Christians to be together.' 12 But 
this does not mean that Muslims have not been involved, both in 
attending and addressing conferences as individuals and through Mus- 
lim organisations such as the World Muslim Congress (Mutamar al- 
'dlam al-islami), based in Karachi, the Muslim World League (Rdbitat 
al- 'dlam al-islami), based in Mecca, or the World Islamic Call Society 
[fam'iyyat al-ddwa al-isldmiyya al-'dlamiyya), based in Tripoli 
(Libya). 13 Other Muslim groups which have initiated or sponsored 
dialogue between Christians and Muslims include the High Council 
for Islamic Affairs in Cairo, a Saudi delegation led by the Minister of 
Justice, which sponsored a conference on Human Rights in the two 
traditions, the Center for Economic and Social Studies and Research of 
the University of Tunis, the Arab Socialist Union of Libya, al-Azhar 
University in Cairo, and most recently the Al al-bayt Foundation of 
Jordan, which has organised a number of conferences in collaboration 
both with St George's House Windsor, an Anglican conference centre, 
and the Orthodox Centre of the Ecumenical Patriarchate in Switzer- 
land. 14 

An individual Muslim scholar such as Muhammad Talbi is quite 
open about the impact which participation in dialogue between Chris- 
tians and Muslims had on him personally: 

[I]n November 1971, I was invited to Rome by what is now 
known as the Pontificio Instituto di Studi Arabi e d'Islamistica 
(PISAI) to lecture the students there on the history of the 
medieval Islamic civilization. Spontaneously, I chose the theme 
'Islam and Dialogue: Some Reflections on a Current Topic'. I 
spoke without a written text, almost without notes. In fact I was 
badly in need of clarifying my own ideas and almost uncon- 
sciously I grasped the opportunity that presented itself to me in 
Rome. In that very town that had earlier challenged and de- 
stroyed Carthage, that in its turn had been sacked (August- 
November 846) by my Aghlabid ancestors, and where some years 
earlier, the promising Council of Vatican II had been held. 15 

Another important Muslim initiative came in 1985/1405, when King 
Hassan II of Morocco (1962/1381-1999/1420) invited Pope John Paul II 
to address 80,000 young Moroccans in a sports stadium in Casablanca 
on the theme of the common fellowship and the shared responsibilities 
of Christians and Muslims. One of the advantages which the Vatican 
has over other Christian organisations such as the WCC in seeking to 
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build relations with Muslims is the fact that as well as being a religious 
institution it is also a state. Anachronistic as this seems to many 
Western Catholics today, it has certain advantages in relationships 
with the Muslim world as it means that as well as representing the 
world's largest religious community and having religious representa- 
tives in most of the countries of the world, it also has a diplomatic 
presence through the Papal Nuncios, and this gives readier access to 
governments than would be possible through the heads of the local 
Catholic communities. In addition, four mainly Muslim states - Egypt, 
Turkey, Iran, and Indonesia - have separate diplomatic representatives 
to the Vatican, and this too is indicative of the special significance of 
the Vatican in Christian-Muslim Relations. (Most other countries 
combine the post of Ambassador to the Vatican with that of Ambas- 
sador to the Republic of Italy). One of the consequences of this is the 
regular stream of political as well as religious visitors to the Vatican, 
which gives it a unique relationship with the Muslim world as a 
whole. 16 

As a result of all this activity, a series of institutions have emerged 
across the world which are interested and involved in dialogue be- 
tween Christians and Muslims, and their publications provide an 
invaluable source of information for developments, both positive 
and negative, around the world. Just to mention a few of these 
institutions we now have, in the Muslim world, the Royal Institute 
for Inter-Faith Studies in Amman, Jordan, set up by Prince Hasan in 
1994/1415, for the study of religious issues in the Arab and Islamic 
worlds, with particular reference to Christianity in the Arab world, on 
which a book has been published. 17 Conferences have also been 
organised, in association with the Al al-bayt Foundation, as mentioned 
above, and in 1999/1419 the first issue of a new journal, the Bulletin of 
the Royal Institute for Inter-Faith Studies, appeared, including articles 
on Ricoldo da Monte Croce and a conference held in Amman in 1998/ 
1419 on Religion and Community, and a detailed report of the 1997/ 
1418 conference held at Notre Dame University on Louis Massignon. 
In the West, the Islamic Foundation in Leicester has, since 1995/1415, 
been producing Encounters: fournal of Inter-Cultural Perspectives, 
which is devoted to the study of the issues associated both with 
inter-religious dialogue and with the relationship between Islam and 
the West. 

Among Orthodox Christians it is perhaps the University of Bela- 
mend in the Lebanon which has done most to further the cause of 
Christian-Muslim understanding and dialogue, through conferences 
and a summer school. The current Executive Secretary of the WCC's 
Office on Inter-Religious Relations is also a Lebanese Orthodox Chris- 
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tian, Tarek Mitri. 18 And in the West The Greek Orthodox Theological 
Review has made more widely known some of the discussions which 
have taken place in North America between Orthodox Christians and 
Muslims on the relationships between their two communities. 19 

In Rome we have already referred to PISAI, the Pontifical Institute 
for Arab and Islamic Studies. Set up originally in Tunis by the White 
Fathers, PISAI moved to Rome in 1964/1384 and since then, as well as 
being one of the engine-houses of Christian-Muslim dialogue, in 
collaboration with the Pontifical Institute for Inter-Religious Dialogue, 
it has since 1975/1395 been the place of publication of the journal 
Islamochristiana, which as well as publishing articles on the history 
and theology of Christian-Muslim relations, performs an invaluable 
service by publishing reports of interesting developments in the field 
from all over the world, both in terms of meetings and conferences and 
reviews of publications. It is also not afraid to solicit Muslim comment 
on areas of controversy within the Roman Catholic church itself, and 
this self-critical approach has done much to further its reputation in 
both communities. 20 

Among Protestant Christians significant institutions are the Centre 
for the Study of Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations in Selly Oak in 
Birmingham, set up by Professor David Kerr in 1976/1396, now part of 
Birmingham University, and the publisher of Islam and Christian- 
Muslim Relations, together with the newer Center for Muslim-Chris- 
tian Understanding, set up by Professor John Esposito in 1993/1414, 
within the School of Foreign Service of Georgetown University, which 
is a Jesuit Foundation, in Washington DC. Also in North America, 
Hartford Seminary in Connecticut has been one of the major centres 
for Islamic Studies in the region since 1894/1312, when Duncan Black 
Macdonald joined the Faculty of the Seminary. The Muslim World was 
first published there in 1910/1328, under the editorship of Samuel 
Zwemer, and although Zwemer's perspective was very much a tradi- 
tional missionary one, the journal evolved a totally different approach 
while Kenneth Cragg was one of the editors between 1951/1371 and 
1960/1380, and together with the new Duncan Black Macdonald 
Center for the Study of Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations, set 
up by Willem Bijlefeld, it is committed to a more dialogical approach. 

Moreover, in different parts of the Christian and Muslim worlds 
groups of scholars and religious leaders have been meeting regularly for 
some years now to discuss issues of mutual interest, and it is important 
to refer to at least some of them. Perhaps the most effective has been 
the Groupe de Recherche Islamo-Chretien (GRIC), a Francophone 
group involving mainly North African Muslim scholars, including 
Muhammad Talbi, and Christians from the Lebanon as well as France 
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and Belgium, which has met over a number of years in the form of both 
regular local meetings and an annual international gathering to discuss 
some of the most serious and difficult issues of Christian-Muslim 
dialogue, including the relationship between the Bible and the Qur'an, 
and the relationship between Religion and the State. 21 The Anglo- 
phone world has not yet managed to produce a Christian-Muslim 
group of the same status, or work of the same quality, though in the 
United Kingdom the Inter-Faith Network has done useful work focus- 
ing on wider inter-faith relationships. Other parts of the world have 
groups which have managed to meet regularly, such as the Cenacle 
Libanais, the Jama' at al-akhd' al-dini (The Association of Religious 
Brotherhood) in Cairo, and the Pakistan Association for Inter-Religious 
Dialogue (PAIRD). 22 PISAI and the Gregorian University in Rome have 
also set up an interesting exchange scheme with a number of uni- 
versities in Turkey, and Indonesia has also provided some positive 
examples of Christian-Muslim collaboration. 23 

Sometimes, it cannot be denied that dialogue between Christians 
and Muslims has seemed to be a struggle. The title of one of the useful 
anthologies of documents concerning the dialogue actually includes 
the word 'struggle' in it. 24 Sometimes too, more recently, it has 
appeared that even the progress which has been made is somewhat 
vulnerable, as seen in the discussions which have been taking place in 
Rome concerning the relationship between Dialogue and Proclama- 
tion, and the position of Father Jacques Dupuis, who has been involved 
in dialogue with Asian religions rather than Islam, but whose views 
concerning the relationship between Christianity and other religions 
in general have been subjected to some interrogation. 25 But logically, 
in terms of verbal communication the only alternative to dialogue is 
either a monologue or a total silence, and it is hard to see how dialogue 
could be completely set aside. 

THE POLITICAL CONTEXT 

All of these developments in terms of inter-religious dialogue have 
taken place within a political context which has also been changing. 
Since 1945/1364, the era of colonialism has come to an end almost 
everywhere, and the majority of the Muslim world has therefore 
regained its political independence. Independence has been gained, 
however, within boundaries which in many cases were agreed by 
colonial powers, and serious problems sometimes ensued. This was 
the case, for example, in the Lebanon, which during the period of the 
French mandate between the two World Wars had its borders expanded 
from its historic heartland in order to make it more economically 
viable, but in the process the religious diversity of the population was 
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considerably increased; and it was also the case in Africa, where 
political borders did not necessarily correspond to traditional ethnic 
or linguistic boundaries. 

It was in this context, then, that alongside inter-religious dialogue, 
political dialogue also developed. This was particularly the case be- 
tween the countries on opposite sides of the Mediterranean Sea, 
between whom there was in some cases a considerable amount of 
economic migration, for example from Morocco to the Netherlands 
and from Turkey to Germany, and for whom there was a considerable 
degree of economic interdependence, most obviously because of Eur- 
opean dependence on oil for much of its energy needs. Thus as well as 
Christian-Muslim dialogue, we have also had a Euro-Arab dialogue or a 
Western-Arab dialogue. 26 Sometimes too the terminology becomes a 
little confused, so that there is dialogue between a religious unit, Islam, 
and a political or geographical unit, the West, and it becomes the 
relationship between Islam and the West which is discussed, by, for 
example, Professor Samuel Huntington, as referred to in the Introduc- 
tion, or in the widely reported speech of Prince Charles to the Oxford 
Centre for Islamic Studies in 1993/1414. 27 

It is not always possible to compartmentalise or tidily separate the 
religious from the political, as memorably described by Charles Kim- 
ball, one of a delegation of seven American clergymen who went to Iran 
in 1980/1400 to meet with some of the Iranian leaders who were then 
holding fifty-three of his fellow citizens hostage in their embassy, on 
the basis of allegations that they were spies. During the course of a 
meeting with the Iranian students who had occupied the embassy, one 
of the students declared: 'The taking and holding of these spies is a 
great Islamic act!' Kimball explains how, to the mild surprise of his 
colleagues, he replied: 

That is nonsense ... I think I understand your political motiva- 
tions for seizing this embassy and holding these people 
hostage . . . Even so, you must know that your actions are not 
only illegal, they are immoral. And they are certainly not Islamic. 
Your responsibility as Muslims is to protect the foreigner in your 
midst . . . 

And Kimball adds that, after a pause, the student said softly: 'What we 
are doing may not be Islamic, but it is revolutionary!' 28 Equally, when 
in 1996/1416 seven French Trappist monks, following the footsteps of 
Charles de Foucauld in seeking to live the spiritual life in the desert in 
the interior of Algeria, were kidnapped and murdered two months later 
by the GIA (Groupe Islamique Armee), it is not absolutely clear 
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whether the motivation for this action was primarily religious or 
political; in other parts of the world the distinction may be even more 
difficult to make. 29 

Thus if in Nigeria there is tension and violence between two of the 
country's largest ethnic groups, the Yoruba and the Hausa, with some 
sixty Hausas being killed in the southern town of Sagamu and then 
some thirty Yorubas being killed in the northern town of Kano when 
news of the first massacre reached the town, as happened in July 1999/ 
Rabi' al-akhir 1420, is this to be understood as a Christian-Muslim 
clash or a Yoruba-Hausa one? 30 The situation is complicated because 
the Hausa are almost all Muslim, while the Yoruba are evenly divided 
between Christians and Muslims, and in many other parts of the world 
too the religious and ethnic/linguistic balance is a very delicate one. 31 
Instances of supposed conflict between Christians and Muslims in 
today's world, therefore, must always be located in their immediate 
political context. 32 

For the future perhaps one of the most difficult issues for Christians 
and Muslims to face is that of religious minorities. There are Christian 
minorities in the Muslim world which are in some cases the remnant 
of ancient once-dominant Christian majorities, as for example in Egypt 
or Palestine/Israel, and in others the legacy of more recent Christian 
missionary endeavour, as is the case in Pakistan or Indonesia,- and 
newer Muslim minorities in the West, both in Europe and in North 
America. How will the dominant communities respond to and treat 
these minorities? In the world of Islam, will the suggestion of Mu- 
hammad Talbi - that the Muslim world should move away from the 
classical concept of the Christian as dhimmi back towards the situa- 
tion of much fuller equality and participation envisaged by the Con- 
stitution of Medina - be taken up, or will the view of some medieval 
Muslim writers that Christians should be brought low and made to feel 
brought low be revived and come to predominate? 33 And in the West, 
will Muslim communities follow the example of Isma'il al-Faruqi and 
shift the primary marker of their identity from being an ethnic/ 
linguistic one towards a religious one, as Faruql shifted his emphasis 
from Arabism towards Islam, or will factors of language and culture 
predominate? These are questions which it is very hard to answer at 
this stage, but they are clearly both religious and political in their 
implications. 34 

FELLOW-PILGRIMS ? 

It is something of a truism to say that both the Christian and Muslim 
communities are 'debating communities'. 35 Within each community, 
therefore, it could be said that there are broadly two types of under- 



DIALOGUE OR CONFRONTATION' 

standing of the faith: we have already seen the categorisation of the 
medieval poet al-Ma c arri, with his reference to the world being divided 
into two sects, those with religion but no brains and those with brains 
but no religion, and this could be parallelled by statements such as 
those of W. B. Yeats, 'The best lack all conviction; the worst are full of 
passionate intensity', Bertrand Russell, 'People are zealous for a cause 
when they are not quite positive it is true', or John Henry Newman, 
'Those who are certain of a fact are indolent disputants'. If this is true 
as regards the internal dynamics of both of the communities which we 
have been looking at, so it is also true with reference to their attitudes 
towards each other, where we can discern within each community a 
more positive and a more negative stream of thought. 

Thus in medieval Spain, just to take one historical example, among 
Christians there is an obvious contrast between the attitudes of 
Ferdinand III of Castile (1230/627-1252/650) and his son Alfonso X 
'the Wise' (1252/650-1284/683), with their tolerance towards Muslims 
and their openness towards Islamic culture, as seen in the inscription 
composed by Alfonso for the tomb of his father in Seville, which was 
written in Latin, Castilian, Hebrew and Arabic on each side of the 
tomb, and the attitudes of Ferdinand and Isabella two centuries later, 
whose tomb in Granada refers to them as the 'prostrators' of the sect of 
Muhammad and the 'extinguishers' of the heretical stubbornness (i.e. 
Judaism). And among the Muslims there is an equally striking contrast 
between the tolerance of the Umayyad caliphate in Cordoba (756/138- 
1031/422) and the later much harsher rule of the Almoravids [al- 
Mwdbitun) (1086/479-1 145/540) and the Almohads (al-Muwahiddun) 
(1145/540-1228/625), with the former seeing the deportation of the 
Mozarabs, Arabic-speaking Christians, to Morocco in 1127/521, and 
the latter ordering the Jews to convert to Islam in 1 147/542, on pain of 
death. Many of the Jews fled to the (then) more tolerant Christian 
territory. 36 

In recent history too, a similar division can be seen. A Western 
traveller, admittedly from a Catholic background, while passing 
though Pakistan, recorded a remark of her Muslim host about the 
significant differences he had noticed between the attitudes of the 
Catholic and Protestant missionaries in the country: 'The Protestants 
seem to come here because they hate Islam and the Catholics because 
they love God.' 37 And it is true that among Western Christians today 
there does seem to be a significant contrast between some Protestant, 
particularly evangelical, Christian opinion on the one hand, and other, 
more ecumenically minded, Protestant and Roman Catholic opinion 
on the other. Some evangelical Christians, it appears, even if they do 
not hate Islam, are rather scared of Islam. 
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Why is this? On the one hand there are theological reasons for this 
view: one is the high view held by many evangelicals of the Bible as 
scripture, to the extent of it sometimes being referred to as infallible, a 
view to which the Qur'an is a particular challenge given the Muslim 
claim that it was dictated by God; another is the high view of Christ 
(Christology) which is also held by many evangelicals, under the 
influence of Karl Barth whose Christology was so high that it was 
described by Paul Knitter as 'Christomonism', identifying Christ so 
much with God that Christology almost took the place of theology. 38 
This view, with its stress on the finality of Christ, again finds Islam, as 
a post-Christian religion, particularly challenging. 

On the other hand there are also wider cultural and religious reasons 
for the rather negative attitude towards Islam among some evangelicals: 
one is their tendency to identify faith and culture rather closely, as we 
have seen in the context of nineteenth/thirteenth-century mission, and 
thus to react rather strongly to the challenge of Islam to Western 
culture, which some evangelicals identify as 'Christian',- and another 
is the widespread influence, particularly in North America, of Christian 
Zionism, which gives rather uncritical support to the state of Israel, 
even its expansionist ambitions, which are seen as being in some way a 
fulfilment of Biblical prophecies. This view leads almost inevitably to 
some kind of demonisation of Islam, and it is significant that in 1999/ 
1420, when the former Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu 
visited the United States, he was received far more warmly by evange- 
lical leaders such as Rev. Jerry Falwell than he was by leaders of the 
Jewish community. 39 Muslims, on this view, almost become 'untouch- 
ables', and given the worldwide influence of this kind of evangelicalism, 
it has a significant negative impact on Christian-Muslim relations in 
many different parts of the world, not least in Africa, where the attitude 
towards Islam of an evangelist such as the South African Reinhard 
Bonnke, as demonstrated in some of his 'crusades' in Nigeria, is very 
different indeed from that of, say, Cardinal Francis Arinze. 40 

In the Christian community as a whole, however, as we have seen, 
there are many other opinions about Islam which are held, not least 
those associated with Rahner and Massignon, or Hick and Smith, and 
perhaps one of the ways in which the future relationships of Christians 
and Muslims could be ameliorated would be through the development 
of a rather greater generosity of spirit towards Islam among some 
evangelical Christians. Instead of the slightly haughty tone of some 
evangelical documents such as the Open Letter which was circulated 
within the Church of England in 199 1/1412 concerning the necessity of 
the proclamation of the Christian message to those of other faiths 
during the Decade of Evangelism, and opposing the use of Anglican 
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church buildings for any kind of inter-faith worship, we might there- 
fore have a rather more inclusive attitude, such as that demonstrated 
by Professor John Macquarrie at the end of his book on modern views of 
Jesus, where he discusses the list of exemplars of faith which is found 
in the eleventh chapter of the Epistle to the Hebrews: 

[I]n Hebrews the procession of the men and women begins before 
Abraham, with some universal human figures. Should we not 
include some after Abraham as well? Suppose the progression has 
reached that point where Moses is passing, for obviously Chris- 
tians too look back to him, as well as Jews. 

'By faith Moses, when he came of age, refused to be called the 
son of Pharaoh's daughter, choosing rather to suffer affliction 
with the children of God than to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a 
season. 

'By faith Mohammed, when he saw the people of Mecca 
degraded by idolatries, brought them the message of the one 
invisible God who is righteous and merciful.' 41 

Macquarrie goes on to insist, with the Epistle itself, that the history of 
faith reaches its fulfilment in Jesus Christ, but he adds that that does 
not imply the slightest disrespect for those who have found a relation 
to God in some other faith. 42 

Among Muslims too, a huge range of opinion about and attitudes 
towards Christianity is evident in the world today. Let us just take an 
example of contrasting Muslim attitudes in one region of the world, in 
South Africa: here on the one hand we have the polemical pamphlets 
and videos of Ahmad Deedat (b. 1918/1336), with their eye-catching 
titles such as Crucifixion or Cruci-Fictionl or Resurrection or Resus- 
citation} 43 These are extremely antagonistic towards Christianity, and 
Kate Zebiri comments 'the extensive popularity and influence of his 
works are unquestionable . . . even though they are undeniably in- 
auspicious for Christian-Muslim relations', but Deedat's works have 
been translated into many languages, and he was even awarded the 
Feisal award for services to Islam in Saudi Arabia in 1986/1406. 44 On 
the other hand we have the writings of Farid Esack, which demonstrate 
how in the context of South Africa some Muslims were perfectly happy 
to co-operate with members of other religious communities in the 
struggle against apartheid. Esack observes rather tetchily that in 
Deedat's works the only reference to apartheid is in a polemical 
context, where it is simply asserted that Christianity is the cause of 
it and Islam is the solution to it. Esack thus seeks to work out an 
Islamic theology of liberation, which for many Muslims goes too far in 
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the direction of hermeneutical revisionism, but does at least discuss in 
some detail the Qur'anic attitude towards the 'other', not least in the 
context of how the term mushriqun (literally 'associators', but usually 
translated as 'idolaters' or 'polytheists') should be understood and 
whether or not it should be applied to the ahl al-kitdb (People of 
the Book). 45 

There is therefore a huge range of Muslim opinion within the 
relatively small Muslim community in that one country, and this is 
echoed and amplified many times across the Muslim world as a whole. 
In Jordan a Royal Institute for Inter-Faith Studies is established and 
teaching on Christianity is a compulsory element of the religious 
education of all Jordanian school-children, while in neighbouring Saudi 
Arabia Christian worship is not permitted in public; this is just one 
example of differing attitudes towards the position of Christians in 
Muslim societies. Equally, on the one hand President Khatami of Iran 
was received at the Vatican by Pope John Paul II in March 1999/Dhu al- 
Qa c da/1419, and on the other continuing reports emerge from Iran of 
harassment of local Christians. Complete consistency is rarely 
achieved in any one context, let alone across the whole of a worldwide 
religious community. 46 

One change in the Muslim community which might do much to 
improve the climate of Christian-Muslim relations worldwide, would 
be the recognition by some of those Muslims who display a certain 
animus in their attitude towards Christians that Christians are not, 
after all, tritheists. The issue here is clearly the complex and hotly 
debated one, both among Christians and between Christians and 
Muslims, of the Trinity. Trinitarianism, it is true, is not Unitarianism, 
but equally it is not tritheism either, and Muslim recognition of this, as 
well as aiding better understanding of Christianity, would also help to 
remove some of the bitter antagonism which has clearly been felt 
towards Christianity by some Muslims. Difficult linguistic as well as 
theological issues are of course involved here, and the Arabic Christian 
term for Trinity, tathlith, does certainly not help the process of 
understanding. Most Arabic words can be traced back to a three letter 
root or foundation, in this case the letters corresponding to the sounds 
'th' 'Y and 'th' in the Latin alphabet, which together make up the word 
thaldtha, meaning 'three'. Tathlith, then, to use the technical gram- 
matical terminology, is derived from the masdai (verbal noun) of the 
second form of the verb derived from this root, which usually involves 
the idea of 'making', so tathlith could therefore appear literally to 
mean 'making three'. This is horribly asymmetrical to the Arabic word 
tawhid, which has the same grammatical form but is derived from the 
root 'w' 'h' 'd', which together make up the world wdhid, meaning 
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'one'; tawhid therefore could be taken to mean 'making one'. This is 
very different from 'making three', so if some revision or refinement to 
the Christian Arabic terminology could be agreed, this might be 
constructive in helping Muslims to appreciate the distinction between 
Trinity and tritheism. 

The issue is a complex one even within Christian theology, of 
course, with significant differences of emphasis existing between East- 
ern and Western Christians, so that, for example, the Cappadocian 
Fathers of the fourth century ce in the East seem readier to speak of 
plurality with reference to the Trinity than Augustine in the West. 
Perhaps unhelpfully for our purposes, the Cappadocians are also cur- 
rently very influential in Western Christian thought about the Trinity, 
but further reflection both among Christians and between Christians 
and Muslims on this question would certainly be enlightening. 47 

Taking account of all the diversity which exists not only between 
the Christian and Muslim communities but also within the two 
communities, what is the best model for the future of the relationship 
between Christians and Muslims? In my view, it is the one described 
by Kenneth Cracknell that sees them as 'fellow-pilgrims to the truth 
that none of us has yet grasped in its immensity'. 48 The truth, in other 
words, is always beyond us as human beings, since it is always greater 
than us. Put another way, our appreciation of it is always provisional, 
but in seeking to further and develop that appreciation, both Christians 
and Muslims can bring valid and useful insights, not least since on 
many issues they share common understandings. Even on those topics 
concerning which they differ, however, mutual benefit can be derived 
from dialogue and constructive engagement, as can be seen in the 
reports of the Croupe de Recherche Islamo-Chretien. Such vigorous 
and demanding dialogue may or may not result in agreement, but it 
certainly seems to advance the perception of the truth. Christians and 
Muslims are therefore, along with others, fellow-pilgrims on the route 
towards the perception of the truth, rather than either of them being, as 
some Christians and Muslims seem to like to think, already the proud 
possessors of the truth. 

One of the leading centres of the Muslim community in the United 
Kingdom is Bradford. 49 The Anglican diocese of Bradford, as well as 
covering the city of Bradford also includes most of the nearby York- 
shire Dales, an area of outstanding natural beauty, and it is in the midst 
of the Dales, near the small villages of Appletreewick and Skyreholme, 
that the diocese has its centre for spiritual retreats and conferences, 
Parcevall Hall. It is an interesting building, a traditional Yorkshire 
farmhouse which was restored, extended, and modernised around 
1927/1345 by Sir William Milner, who died in 1960/1380. His sister 
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was married to Lord Linlithgow, the Viceroy of India between 1936/ 
1355 and 1943/1362, and through that contact Sir William developed 
an interest in Indian culture and architecture, with the result that 
when he laid out the gardens of Parcevall Hall, he did so on Moghul 
lines, so that they reproduce, on a small scale and in a very different 
setting, the great Moghul gardens of Kashmir and Lahore. More 
recently, since 1993/1414, the diocese has laid out in the gardens 
the Stations of the Cross, a traditional kind of mini-pilgrimage where- 
by Christians can meditate on the last days of Jesus' s life by following a 
laid-out route to the different stations, each of which represents a 
particular incident. The fourteenth, which represents the body of Jesus 
being laid in the tomb, is in the part of the garden which is perhaps the 
most typically Moghul in design, with water running down a series of 
steps into a small pool at the foot, in a manner highly reminiscent of 
the Shalimar Gardens in Lahore. Water is symbolic of the resurrection, 
and, incongruous as it may seem, given that Muslims believe in neither 
the crucifixion nor the resurrection of Jesus, that small piece of the 
Parcevall Hall gardens may perhaps serve as a small parable of what 
Christian-Muslim relations could become if the two communities are 
able to draw on the best of each of their traditions. Parcevall Hall 
provides a small example of Christian spirituality in the physical 
environment of a Moghul-inspired garden, which could no doubt be 
matched by an example of Muslim spirituality in a Christian-inspired 
physical environment, and it can perhaps serve to symbolise Chris- 
tians and Muslims as fellow-pilgrims on the road towards the truth, 
which neither has yet grasped in its immensity. 
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